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Lukas Rosli and Stefanie Gropper

In Search of the Culprit. Aspects of Medieval Authorship

Introduction

Over fifty years after Roland Barthes’ essay La mort de Uauteur (‘The Death of the
Author’) and Michel Foucault’s Qu'est-ce quun auteur (‘What Is an Author?’) were first
published, the concept of authorship is still central to literary studies, with medieval
literary studies being no exception.' The last two decades have brought with them a
huge number of publications about the concept of authorship in general, as well as
more specifically about concepts of medieval authorship. Whilst Alastair Minnis based
his great book about medieval theories of authorship on the scholastic perspectives on
the subject that existed in the late Middle Ages themselves, thereby putting forward a
predominantly emic analysis of the topic, other scholars - such as Riidiger Schnell, Sonja
Glauch, and Eva von Contzen, to name but a few - have taken more etic approaches, in
that they have primarily sought to tease out medieval assumptions about authorship by
interpreting case studies that do not so explicitly foreground such ideas.?

Despite their different approaches to the subject of authorship, all these scholars
have demonstrated that the ideas of authorship, or of the special functions of author-
ship, that we bring to a text have a significant impact on our reading and interpretation
of it. Indeed, the category of ‘author’ seems indispensable for the contextualisation of
texts and the organisation of literature.’ In many cases, the search for an author results
in a vicious circle: the search for an actual historical person to whom authorship can
be attributed relies on the texts themselves, while the information we have about such
persons comes from other texts that are themselves equally unclear in terms of their
authorship. At best, this search may provide us with an authorial character or an imagi-
native authorial subject constructed from a few anecdotes derived from other narrative
sources. Yet even if we cannot find the empirical producers of medieval texts, we can
still search for theoretical entities or authorial agencies that are all involved in the texts
as aesthetic artefacts.

1 Barthes 1968; Foucault 1969.
2 Minnis 2010; Schnell 1998; Glauch 2010; von Contzen 2018.
3 Spoerhase 2007, p. 7.

8 Open Access. © 2021 Lukas Rdsli and Stefanie Gropper, published by De Gruyter.
This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110725339-001
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The editors of this volume both come from the field of Old Norse-Icelandic studies
but are very much engaged in interdisciplinary collaborations. Both of us have been influ-
enced by New Philology, and thus by the ideas of variance, mouvance, and the materiality
and mediality of medieval texts. Such concepts posit specifically medieval texts as malle-
able, changeable works, comprised of many differing versions and transmitted in various
medial and material forms, rather than as having the more unified or singular form that
modern texts are often conceptualised as having by their readers. Nonetheless, we are
aware that this does not mean that such texts are able to change or diverge without limits;
each version of such a text may be different, but it is still always a version of something,
and is therefore meant to be recognised as a version. In this framework, ‘variance’ thus
means variance within certain margins or parameters, albeit within considerably wider
and more diffuse parameters than we would expect to exist for a modern text.*

Whilst the variance and mouvance of a huge part of medieval texts in the vernac-
ular have been widely acknowledged in scholarship, this has had little to no effect on
how most scholars approach the concept of authorship in these texts. It seems that
either the focus is still on the search for the one and only authorial agency thought to
be responsible for a text, as mentioned above, or that the question of authorship goes
entirely unaddressed. In addition to the well-known names that have long been treated
in our field as referring to ‘genuine’ authors of medieval texts, in recent years a whole
series of ‘new’ authorial figures have been brought forward, especially when it comes to
Old Norse literature, as is discussed in this volume in the contribution of Sigurdur Ingi-
bergur Bjornsson, Steingrimur P4ll Karason, and Jén Karl Helgason. Yet when it comes
to these supposed ‘new’ authors, it seems that we still know little more than their names
and their affiliation to the best-known Icelandic families.

In the course of the so-called material or new philological turn in medieval studies,
however, it has been noted that the modern concept of ‘the author’ - meaning a subject
who composed and wrote down a story at the same time - is hardly tangible in medi-
eval literary texts. Indeed, the variance of medieval texts indicates the impossibility of
tracing the author as the mythical source of the true and original text.’ In this regard, it
is notable that Old Norse-Icelandic texts show more variance during their transmission
than do Latin or Middle High German texts.

Almost all Old Norse-Icelandic texts that have been preserved in multiple manu-
scripts exist in at least two versions, and even in the transmission of a single version
there is (sometimes considerable) variance between the manuscripts. Whilst only a few
unfragmented texts are preserved in medieval manuscripts, by far the greatest part of
the surviving corpus exists only in post-medieval, early modern paper manuscripts.
Thus, there is no single case in which we have what might be called an ‘original’ or

4 See also Miiller 1999, p. 153.
5 Miiller 1999, p. 164.
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even an ‘autograph’, in the sense of a manuscript in the author’s own handwriting, of
a medieval Icelandic text. Nonetheless, it was for a long time the aim of philologists
and the editions they produced to present a text as close as possible to a lost original -
or, rather, to an original that never existed in the first place - that was labelled as the
text’s ‘archetype’. Only in the late 20" century have we become more aware that the
transmission of these texts is best understood not as a strictly linear, chronological and
hierarchical phenomenon - in which we would be able to approximate the ‘original’ text
if only we could establish a rigorous enough chronology for its surviving versions - but
rather as an ongoing process of adapting and reproducing texts that are by no means
fixed, in which the dynamic interplay between textual reception and textual production
is brought to the fore. Although they have already inspired a great deal of very fruitful
scholarly work, the theoretical and methodological approaches introduced by the new
philological turn are not yet widespread in Old Norse-Icelandic studies, at least in our
view. Since the idea of an unfixed text is hard to bear if one wants to study the socio-
historical conditions of literature at a certain time or to contextualise certain topics
related to a text, it is often easier and more comfortable to neglect the debate over trans-
mission and instead to return to viewing ‘the text’, or even ‘the work’, as the product
of one (probably male) educated being at a specific time in a specific surrounding.
Thus, Old Norse texts are treated primarily as products of a time that, in most cases,
is determined by (sometimes rather obscure) intra-textual features. This results, for
example, in the classification of early, classical and post-classical Icelandic sagas, even
though no scholars appear able to give any clear criteria as to why a given saga should
be thought of as belonging to one of these rather arbitrary classes of text.

If we take seriously the variance and mouvance of medieval texts, we must also con-
sider that within medieval literature the boundaries of work and text are fluid; each
work can exist in different versions at the same time, and whilst we might consider some
versions as new works in their own right, this may not have been the case for a contem-
porary audience.® A work is constituted by different texts related by resemblance, i.e.
relational aspects with different parameters depending on genre or text-type.” Yet it is
important to note that these similarities and relationships are not necessarily captured
accurately by a stemma leading back to a supposed archetype, of the kind constructed
by many modern philologists.®

Of course, it is important to keep in mind that relationships between versions of
a text - indeed, thinking of them as ‘versions’ at all - can only be possible if at least

6  Miiller 1999, p. 165.

7 Miiller compares this relationship to resemblance within a family; see Miiller 1999, p. 163. A similar
idea is used in genre theory; see Bampi 2020, p. 22.

8  Miiller 1991, p. 163. In this respect Miiller differs from Wendt 2006, who considers the relationship
between text and work to always be a stemmatic one.

11
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some parts of a text are relatively stable. Variance must always be seen in relation to
invariant parts of the text. This means both that there are different degrees of variance
and that variance encompasses different phenomena.” Some variants might be errors
or mistakes, although we should make such claims only in restricted cases and should
be wary of viewing them as indications of deterioration: in some cases, errors can result
in a productive change to a text. Some variants may be due to spontaneous variation
during oral performance. Most interesting for editors and interpreters, not to say most
challenging, are those variants that appear to be based on decisions concerning the
content, structure, or theming of a text, as is often the case with, for example, additions
or omissions, comments, changes to the order of episodes, different emphases in certain
areas, and so on.

Which variants and which version of a work will last the longest depends on various
factors, including the differing aesthetic preferences of editors, compilers, and scribes.
As textual anecdotes about the quality of a given story prove, aesthetic criteria were
important to medieval audiences. The 0ld Norse-Icelandic Morkinskinna, a collection of
Kings’ sagas from the 13% century but preserved in manuscripts from the 14" century,
contains an anecdote about an Icelander coming to the court of the Norwegian King
Haraldr Sigurdarson. The king asks the Icelander to tell a story in different parts, one part
of it every evening, so that it would last for the eleven days of Christmas. The king also
wants those present to listen carefully: ‘Sumum pykkir hann vel segja, en sumir vinnask
minna at’ (‘Some thought he was telling well, others praised him less’)." When the Ice-
lander finishes his story, the king himself gives the final judgement: ‘Mér pykkir allvel ok
hvergi verr en efni eru til, eda hverr kenndi pér soguna?’ (‘I think it is very good and in no
way worse than the matter allows for; who taught you the story?’)"" The king judges not
only the Icelander’s performance of the story, but also its quality; clearly, to tell a story
means, at least to some extent, to tell of a specific matter in one’s own way. The story-
teller does not only retell what he has learned, he also creates the story by retelling it.

The importance of retelling, rewriting, and the proliferation of medieval literature -
which are also at the core of a number of projects within the Collaborative Research
Centre 1391 Different Aesthetics — has been observed before,"” but this observation has
thus far had little impact on our reflections on the concept of authorship.”” When it
comes to medieval literature, we quite often see a naive usage of the term ‘author’,
where the term is in many cases used, without any further reflection, in our modern
emphatic sense, namely of a distinct individual behind a text. This sense, however, was

9  Miiller 1999, p. 164.

10 Morkinskinna, p. 236.

11 Morkinskinna I, p. 236.

12 On the importance of rewriting, see Worstbrock 1999.
13 See Nichols 2007.
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influenced by the development of new models of authorship in the 18" and 19* centu-
ries when authors began to write for a living outside of courts, monasteries, or other
patronage networks, and therefore needed to assert their individual rights to their
works, a conceptual framework that cannot be accurately mapped on to the modes of
textual production that characterised the medieval period.

The discussion about the ‘death of the author’ has thus had the consequence that
we are now more aware of the complex nature of authorship. Or, as we might say: the
dead author has returned as the idea of author-functions." Whenever we speak about
literature, we will be confronted with one or more of these functions."

A large part of medieval literature in general, and the best part of medieval 0ld
Norse-Icelandic literature in particular, is anonymous, but this does not mean that there
was no concept of authorship at all in medieval Iceland and Scandinavia. Skaldic poetry,
be it within the prosimetrum of Icelandic sagas or in treatises about poetry, is usually
authored in texts, in the sense that it is often attributed to a specific named author. For
skaldic poetry, it thus seems to have been important to associate poems and stanzas
with a name to indicate that the stanzas ‘belonged’ to someone, regardless of whether
such an association were historically accurate. For narrative texts or for epic verse,
such as is more typically found in eddic poetry, this kind of attribution seems not to
have been important. We cannot conclude from this of course, that a concept of author-
ship did not exist within this milieu, but we can certainly see that whatever concept of
authorship did exist was different from our own modern conception.

As in the prosimetrical sagas, which present the anonymous narratorial voice of the
prose alongside the voices of multiple authors of skaldic verse, the medieval author in
general existed in the plural. Yet collaborative work undertaken at the same time on one
text seems to have been the exception, with authorship usually reaching over several
generations as texts continued to be altered, adapted, continued, and shortened - in
other words, retold and rewritten.' In this process, we can clearly see that the concept
of authorship in the Middle Ages was not the same as the emphatic present-day notion;
rather, the role played by an ‘author” was far less definite and had a comparatively mar-
ginal position in the text.

The variance of medieval texts also indicates that the different functions that we
associate with a single authorial figure are more widely distributed across various
scribes, compilers, and editors in medieval literature.”” Nevertheless, within Old

14  Foucault (1969) had already suggested in the 1960s that the author is a function of discourse. On
Foucault’s answer to Barthes, see Stougaard-Nielsen 2019, p. 279.

15  See Spoerhase 2007, pp. 12-18.

16  Miiller 1999, p. 158. On retelling and rewriting in medieval literature, see Worstbrock 1999.

17 On distributed authorship see Rankovi¢ 2007; Rankovié / Rankovié 2012 and her contribution in
this volume.

13
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Norse-Icelandic literary studies there seems to be a renewed motivation to identify an
actual person behind the anonymous authorship of a given saga, which indicates a con-
tinued interest in the biographical function of the author for hermeneutical reasons.
In other words, knowing the author of a text is in such studies posited as necessary for
its proper contextualisation - always presupposing, of course, that it is a single author
who is responsible for that text.

Even though in most cases there is no remotely reliable evidence for attributing the
authorship of a medieval Old Norse-Icelandic text to a specific named figure, and despite
the recognition of variance and mouvance as basic principles of medieval literature, the
notion of the author as a specific person responsible for a text is still very much alive.
The anonymity of Icelandic literature has predominantly been thought of as a defect of
the texts that should be mended. Without specific authors, it seems difficult to accept an
authority, invariably conceived as a historical person, speaking through a text, as well as
to relate that text to a specific historical context; in short, an anonymous text lacks what
we perceive as important authorial functions and does not correspond to our presup-
position of a literary work of art. But since the anonymity of most Old Norse-Icelandic
texts, as well as many other medieval European texts, does not seem to result from a
loss occurring during the transmission process but appears to be a generic feature, it
is more productive for us not to seek to mend supposed defects that may be nothing of
the sort, but rather to attempt to understand the concept of anonymous authorship as a
symptom of the pluralistic and undetermined forms of medieval authorship. We should
accept that for a long time those involved in textual production did not feel the need to
see their names attached to their products and thus to lay claim to the ownership of the
work or to an authority built on the idea of an author as a literary creator.

The contributors to this volume address the question of medieval and early modern
authorship from different theoretical and methodological angles, as well as in various
philological fields of research. We all concentrate on aspects of authorship in text-
genesis, transmission, and the hermeneutics of a text, and deal in one way or another
with questions of authority - the ‘culprit’ for which we are searching then being the
agency or agencies responsible for the text, in the sense of the authority or authorities
that functioned to approve a text and thus its meaning.

Jiirg Glauser shows how the ‘Icelandic school’, which was heavily influenced by the
concept of the modern author, attempted to eliminate traces of a pre-modern concept
of authorship in the sagas in its editions and interpretations, thus influencing scholar-
ship in the field of Scandinavian studies to this day.

In his case study of the highly canonised author-figure Ari Porgilsson, Lukas R3sli
explores the question of how authorship was discursively and intertextually produced
in Old Norse-Icelandic literary history.
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In Stefanie Gropper’s chapter, Sneglu-Halla pdttr serves as a representative product
of the pluralistic authorship reflected in the anonymous transmission of medieval Ice-
landic texts.

In their collaborative chapter, Sigurdur Ingibergur Bjoérnsson, Steingrimur Pall
Kérason, and Jén Karl Helgason consider recent attempts to apply variations of the
Burrows’ Delta method to Old Norse-Icelandic sagas, and discuss the broader inferences
of these findings regarding authorship and attribution to specific individuals.

Judy Quinn’s contribution focuses on the ways in which anonymity participates
in the textual construction of authority among the competing voices of prosimetrum.

Lena Rohrbach discusses in her chapter underlying concepts of authorship in
studies of medieval compilations of the history of the Norwegian kings and unveils an
intricate connection between notions of author and work in the wake of humanistic
traditions that influence preconceptions of the relationship between manuscripts and
works up to the present day.

Drawing on current studies into memory, agency, and artificial intelligence, Slavica
Rankovic revisits the concept of the ‘distributed author’ using Fdstbreedra saga as a case
study.

Gudrun Bamberger’s chapter on 16-century vernacular literature demonstrates
how authorship in the early modern period was to some extent still characterised by
the presence of degrees of authorship and how it made use of various concepts of ano-
nymity. She shows, however, that the Historia von D. Johann Fausten (1587) does attempt
to frame itself as having its origins in a single author, namely the protagonist himself.

Matthias Bauer’s and Angelika Zirker’s collaborative chapter explores the presence
of John Gower and Geoffrey Chaucer as medieval co-authors in Shakespeare’s early
modern plays.

In her study of the medieval Armanns rimur and their early modern reworkings,
Madita Knopfle traces the rise of the author Eirfkur Laxdal in early modern Iceland
against the background of contemporary discussions of the textual nature of prose and
poetic literature and authorship.

Last but not least, Margrét Eggertsddttir sheds light on ideas of medieval authors
in early modern Iceland, when Icelandic scholars apparently found it necessary for the
reputation of Icelandic literary history to identify ‘real authors’ comparable to the clas-
sical scriptores.

Despite the different angles and approaches that they take, all the contributions to
this volume demonstrate how far-reaching the presuppositions of modern emphatic
authorship have been in scholarship. Likewise, they all suggest that if we are to under-
stand the concept of medieval authorship more accurately, we must move beyond such
assumptions to accept the specifics of our texts, rather than attempting to efface or
to distort those characteristics so that these texts fit our modern preconceptions of
authorship.
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Jarg Glauser

“... who is the author of this book?”
Creating Literary Authorship in Medieval Iceland

Abstract

This essay on some aspects of authorship concepts in Old Norse-Icelandic saga literature and saga
studies is divided into four sections. Section 1 begins with a definition of author as proposed by
Bonaventure and shows how in the Middle Ages the ‘author’ was conceived of as being one of several
persons involved in bookmaking. Section 2 discusses different author concepts with regard to Old
Norse-Icelandic narratives with a focus on prose sagas, mainly Islendingasdgur (sagas of Icelanders),
anonymous texts in which the problems of authorship have been a matter of discussion in saga schol-
arship for many decades. Short digressions on such issues as terminology, the emerging narrator figure
in medieval romances, the role and function of translations, the concept of the ‘poet’ (skdld), and a quick
look at the uses of the term ‘author’ in early modern writings are included here. Section 3 is a case
study of some attitudes towards ideas about authors and authorship in saga studies, primarily those
expressed by representatives of the so-called ‘Icelandic school’ of the 20" century and a few of its more
formative critics. Section 4 concludes with some passages on textual models developed by recent cul-
tural analysis that could offer inspiration for further studies into the complex of authorship in Viking
Age, medieval, and early modern Icelandic literature.

Keywords

Saint Bonaventure, Created Author, Icelandic School, Islendingaségur, Rhizome, Romances, Skalds

1. The Medieval Author - the Efficient Cause of a Work or Simply a
Craftsman?

In an often-quoted passage in his Commentaries on Petrus Lombardus’ (c. 1100-1160) Sen-
tences, Saint Bonaventure (1221-1274) asks the famous question: “... who is the author
of this book?”! Bonaventure’s seemingly plain question is actually much more complex,
since it contains as a first part the intricate question “What is the efficient cause [...].”
In “Procemium Sancti Bonaventura in primum librum Sententiarum”, the complete
Questio IV reads in the original Quae sit causa efficiens sive auctor huius libri, which trans-

1 For recent studies, see e.g. Minnis 2010; Minnis et al. 1988, esp. pp. 228-230; Schnell 1998; Taylor
2015.

8 Open Access. © 2021 Jiirg Glauser, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under
the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110725339-002
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lates as “What is the efficient cause, or who is the author, of this book?”” The following
answer to this question has a number of theological, philosophical, and literary impli-
cations, Accordingly, it is detailed, multi-layered, and has various narrative frames. It is
also worthwhile to notice that the concept of causa efficiens has its origins in Aristotle’s
theory of the four causes (ati): it is the agent (kivouv) that causes change. One of the
many features of this passage is that “Bonaventure is the only one of his contempo-
raries to raise this question. He seems to have done so because in his literary prologue
he had asked about the efficient cause of Scripture, namely, the Holy Spirit; so here he
asks a parallel question about the efficient cause of theology.” In the present context of
authorship in medieval literature, the last part of the answer, the Respondeo (‘Response’),
deserves special attention. It sketches book production in the Middle Ages as a process
that includes up to four stages and functions, those of scriptor, compilator, commentator,
and auctor, the decisive distinguishing factor being the degree of the use of others’ and
one’s own intellectual material (aliena or sua respectively). In modern narratological
terminology one would speak here of pre-texts.

Postremo ad maiorem evidentiam potest quaeri de causa efficiente. [...] Sed quod non debeat dici
auctor huius libri, videtur.

1. Ille solus dicendus est auctor libri, qui est doctor sive auctor doctrinae; sed, sicut dicit Augusti-
nus in libro de Magistro: “Solus Christus est doctor”: ergo solus debet dici huius libri auctor. [...]
CONTRA: Constat quod Deus hoc opus non scripsit digito suo, ergo habuit alium, creatum auctorem
[...]. Item, si auctoritas Magistri in hac causa recipitur, ipse dicit in littera: “In multo labore et
sudore hoc volumen, Deo praestante, compegimus”; ergo videtur, quod ipse fuit auctor praesentis
libri. [...]

Respondeo: Ad intelligentiam dictorum notandum, quod quadruplex est modus faciendi librum.
Aliquis enim scribit aliena, nihil addendo vel mutando; et iste mere dicitur scriptor. Aliquis scribit
aliena, addendo, sed non de suo; et iste compilator dicitur. Aliquis scribit et aliena et sua, sed aliena
tamquam principalia, et sua tamquam annexa ad evidentiam; et iste dicitur commentator, non
auctor. Aliquis scribit et sua et aliena, sed sua tamquam principalia, aliena tamquam annexa ad
confirmationem,; et talis debet dici auctor.’

Finally, to complete the point, one can ask about the efficient cause. [...] Objections that he ought not
be called the author of this book are seen in the following arguments:

1. The only person who should be called the author of a book is the one who is the teacher or
author of the doctrine. But Augustine says in On the Teacher: “Christ alone is teacher.” Therefore,
he alone should be called the author of this book. [...]

2 Bonaventura: Commentarius in primum librum sententiarum, p. 14; Bonaventure: Commentary on
the Sentences, p. 13.

3 Bonaventura: Commentarius in primum librum sententiarum, p. 22, n. 44.
Bonaventura: Commentarius in primum librum sententiarum, pp. 14f.

5  “unus omnium magister in caelis sit” (Bonaventura: Commentarius in primum librum senten-
tiarum, p. 22, n. 45).



“... who is the author of this book?” |

To the contrary. a. God obviously did not write this work by his own hand. Therefore, it has another,
created author [...]. b. Authorship is accepted by the Master in this case, for he himself says in the
book: “We have composed this volume with much labor and effort, and with God’s help.” There-
fore, it seems he is the author of the present book.

Response: To understand this point we should note there are four ways of producing a book. One
who writes down the words of another [aliena], neither adding to them nor changing them, is
called merely a scribe [scriptor]. One who writes down the words of another, adding to them but
not adding his own words, is called a compiler [compilator]. One who writes down both the words
of another and his own as well, but principally those of another, adding his own as corroboration,
is called a commentator [commentator], not an author. One who writes down his own words and
those of another, but principally his own, and those of others by way of corroboration, should be
called an author [auctor].®

From a medial and literary point of view, one will first observe that Bonaventure stages a
figure of a created author as the medium of God. At the same time, Bonaventure presents
a kind of early ‘theory’ of manuscript intertextuality. Furthermore, also remarkable
in the present context, the fact that so much attention is paid to the many material
aspects of the writing process deserves to be underscored too. It is the tangible and
concrete aspect of the making of a book (facere, scribere, digitus, opus) that stands in the
foreground, and scribe, compiler, and commentator are all part of the definition of the
role and work of an author. As Alastair J. Minnis observed, “[i]n the thirteenth century,
a series of terms came to be employed in theological commentaries which indicates a
wish to define more precisely the literary activity characteristic of an auctor”.

With regard to vernacular authorship, Andrew Taylor rightly emphasises the impor-
tance of manuscript transmission and textual variation: “[T]he surviving manuscripts
testify to the fluidity of the categories of ‘author’ and ‘work’ during the late Middle Ages
[...].”* It may be added that the borders between scribes, compilers, commentators, and
authors are of course equally fluid. In light of the following considerations, it may also
be reasonable to dispute whether the modern rendering of ‘author” for the medieval
Latin auctor is an adequate translation.

So, while the concrete topic of the lengthy answer to the concise question is
whether or not Magister Petrus Lombardus can be called the author of the book in
question - Sentences, or Summa Sententiarum (c. 1150) -, its general theme has a wider
scope ranging across fundamental problems of theology and literature. The question at
the beginning sets up the simple equation ‘efficient cause’ = ‘author’. Only the person
who primarily uses his own ideas and exclusively, so to speak, writes down his own

6  Bonaventure: Commentary on the Sentences, pp. 13f. All translations are my own, unless stated
otherwise.

7 Minnis 2010, p. 94.
Taylor 2015, p. 210. On the different categories of writing, see Miiller 2020, pp. 37-45; on writing
during the Middle Ages in general, see Ludwig 2005, pp. 77-209.
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words (sua), using the words of others (aliena) only modestly (ad confirmationem) merits,
in Bonaventure’s strict taxonomy, being called the actual author of a work. This cate-
gorisation is important, given the fundamentally intertextual nature of theological and
philosophical thinking and writing in the European Middle Ages.

As concerns the making of a literary work as a collective process, the medieval
thinker Bonaventure is actually in many ways far more sophisticated and uses a much
more refined and precise terminology than the majority of modern saga scholars.
Telling examples of the approach to read medieval texts as if they were works written
by modern authors can, for instance, be found in the writings of many followers of the
theories of the ‘Icelandic school’, on which more below.” Another observation needs to
be made already at this point. In recent years, adherents of traditional views of medieval
literature that treat medieval and modern authors more or less as equivalents usually
oppose new trends in philology and literary studies quite fiercely. It is no surprise that
the factual results of such studies are more often than not rather disappointing.'°

In contrast to restorative and anachronistic approaches of this kind, the French
medievalist Pascale Bourgain finds, in a lucid overview of the Latin terminology that
describes the activities of a medieval author, that not only the nouns for persons, but
especially the verbs related to the notion of author (“Les verbes en rapport avec le
concept d’auteur”)" gather around the production of a work as a material entity. The
author is then somebody who works with various sorts of pretexts and paratexts, in
many ways quite comparable to Bonaventure’s quadruplex modus. Bourgain writes:

Que fait donc un auteur? Il compose, il traite, il assemble, il combine, il rédige, il met en ordre, il
répartit, il forge, il tisse, il entrelace, il comprime. Mais surtout il dit et il écrit. Ou encore il met la
main a la plume, il gribouille, il laboure la page. 11 peut mentir, si c’est un auteur paien a qui tout
est permis. Il invente fort peu, il ne crée jamais. Et évidemment, jamais non plus il n’autorise, ce
type de concept étant a chercher plutdt dans la famille doctor / docere. Les verbes en rapport avec
la notion d’auteur se concentrent sur la fabrication de I'ceuvre, avec déploiement de métaphores
artisanales qui rappellent au lettré que son acte est du domaine du labeur et du travail bien fait."

What, then, does an author do? He puts together, he copy-edits, he assembles, he combines, he
drafts, he puts in order, he divides, he forges, he weaves, he interlaces, he compresses. But, above

9  “My conclusion is that those Old Norse writers who were active in Iceland during the Middle Ages
were well aware of their role in society. They worked for the most part in ways similar to those of
their colleagues elsewhere in Europe, and they regarded their own role as a creative one” (Sverrir
Témasson 2012, p. 250).

10 Seee.g. Schnell 1998, who in a long article fights against all the openings of the innovative turns in
cultural analysis and proposes a backlash to a now obsolete double concept of ‘author’ and ‘work’,
a sort of movement from ‘text’ to ‘work’, to turn the title of Roland Barthes’ (1980) article round.

11 Bourgain 2001, p. 361.

12 Bourgain 2001, p. 374.
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all, he speaks and he writes. Or he takes a feather in his hand, he scribbles, he ploughs the page.
He can lie if he is a pagan author who is allowed to do everything. He invents very little, he never
creates anything. And, obviously, he never authorises anything, this type of concept rather belong-
ing to the family of doctor / docere. The verbs related to the notion of author focus on the manufac-
turing of the work, deploying metaphors from the field of craftsmanship which remind the learned
that his activity is from the area of labor and well-done work.

Thus, the general medieval terminology in Latin conceives of the author as a manual
workman, a craftsman, an artisan, but never as someone who actively creates anything
new or unheard of. If one compares Bourgain’s illuminating list to Bonaventure’s four
ways of producing a book, one observes that it comprises many of the activities attrib-
uted by the Doctor of the Church to scribes, compilers, and commentators rather than
authors. What Bourgain convincingly demonstrates is that medieval writers rarely, if at
all, consider an auctor to be the causa efficiens of a book. If that were the case, we would
be dealing with a text belonging to the field of theology or philosophy, and it is of course
no coincidence that Bonaventure exemplifies his four ways in the context of a work of
precisely this genre.

2. The Author in Old Norse-Icelandic Saga Literature

Der Terminus [Autor] bezeichnete zunéchst ‘jemanden, der bestimmte Rechte hat’, dann auch
Rechtsgelehrte sowie Gelehrte, die ihr Wissen schriftlich weitergeben. [...] Etymologisch gesehen
geht ‘A.” zuriick auf das lateinische ‘auctor’, wovon sich die auctoritas ableitet. Beide Begriffe haben
ihre Wurzel in ‘augeo’ (etwas entstehen lassen). ‘Auctor’ ist typisch rémisch und besitzt keine
griechische Entsprechung. Ein auctor ist zunichst der eigentliche Inhaber eines Rechts (Imperi-
umstriger), dessen auctoritas auf der Eignung, ‘maRgeblichen EinfluR auf die EntschlieRung der
anderen kraft iiberlegener Einsicht auszuiiben’ [...], griindet. Solche ‘Autoritdten’ waren im poli-
tisch-juristischen, rhetorischen, sprachlichen und literarischen Raum angesiedelt. Nach Quinti-
lian richtet sich die auctoritas eines A. nach der ‘virtus’, die sich in sprachliche, stilistische und
héhere literarische virtutes aufteilt. Die von der literarischen Kritik ausgewéhlten A. waren ‘optimi
auctores’, die mit ihren Werken zur imitatio dienten."”

The term [author] denoted originally someone who had certain rights, later also legal scholars
and scholars who passed on their knowledge in writing, [...] Etymologically, ‘author’ goes back to
Latin ‘auctor’, from which auctoritas is derived. Both terms have their roots in ‘augeo’ (to let some-
thing emerge). ‘Auctor’ is typically Roman and has no equivalence in Greek. An auctor is originally
the actual owner of a right (bearer of imperium), whose auctoritas is based on the ability to exert
essential influence on the resolutions of others by virtue of superior insight. [...] Such authorities
were placed in the spheres of politics, jurisdiction, rhetoric, language, and literature. According
to Quintilian, the auctoritas of an author is defined by ‘virtus’, which is divided into linguistic,

13 Seng 1992, col. 1276.
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stylistic, and higher literary virtutes. The authors chosen by the literary critics were ‘optimi
autores’ whose works could be used for imitatio.

What Thomas Seng here writes about the use of ‘author” in public speech in Roman
antiquity demonstrates neatly how closely the influence and power of an auctor’s
auctoritas were anchored in classical rhetoric, the typical space and domain of the
auctores. Auctor etc. as a term for a professional writer of literary works is not attested
in English (‘author’), German (‘Autor’/*Verfasser’), or any of the Scandinavian lan-
guages (‘forfatter’, ‘forfattare’) until the 18" century and is, as a medial phenomenon,
closely connected to the modern book market. Usually, in German as well as in other
languages, up to the 18" century auctor meant ‘Machinator’ (dated in German),
‘Anstifter’, ‘Urheber’. "

Turning to the pertinent terminology in Old Norse-Icelandic texts, the lexicological
situation is very similar to that of the Latin language area, so medieval Icelandic textual
culture offers no substantial exception. The term equivalent to ‘author’ in modern Ice-
landic is ‘héfundur’. As in the other medieval vernaculars, hofundr (the Old Norse-
Icelandic form) was originally used to designate a ‘judge’, an ‘authority’, an ‘originator’,
even a ‘cause’ (cf. Danish ‘ophavsmand’, ‘autoritet’). In medieval texts hofundr (pl. hof-
undar) did not mean ‘author’ in the modern, post-1800 sense (i.e. either as an empiri-
cal, extradiegetic author, an implied, intradiegetic author, or an intradiegetic narrated
author). The pertinent locus classicus in Old Icelandic literature for hofundr is a sentence
in the so-called First Grammatical Treatise (dated to c. 1150, but extant earliest in the man-
uscript AM 242 folio, Codex Wormianus of Prose Edda, from c. 1350): “Skalld eru hofvndar
allrar rynni eda malsgreinar sem smidir smidar eda logmenn laga.” (“The scalds are
authorities in all [matters touching the art] of writing or the distinctions [made in]
discourse, just as craftsmen [are] [in their craft] or lawyers in the laws.”)" Here and in
other English translations of the First Grammatical Treatise, hofundar is rendered not as

‘authors’, as it would be in modern terms, but unanimously as ‘authorities’."®

14 It is also telling that two major studies of medieval textual culture from the 20™ century did not
treat the notion of the author to any degree. Neither Ernst Robert Curtius in Europdische Literatur
und lateinisches Mittelalter (1948) nor Walter Haug (1997) in Literaturtheorie im deutschen Mittelalter.
Von den Anfdngen bis zum Ende des 13. Jahrhunderts - two seminal works on the importance of the
Latin tradition for the European literature of the Middle Ages viz. on literary theory in the German
Middle Ages - paid much attention to the concept of authorship. While Curtius does have several
passages dealing with the closeness of philosophers and poets (cf. the Icelandic notions of skdld
[poets] and fredimenn [scholars, philosophers]), Haug focusses more generally on the question of
fictionality, which was an important issue in medieval studies in the 1980s and 1990s.

15 The First Grammatical Treatise, pp. 224-227.

16  Sverrir Témasson (2012, pp. 236f.) discusses other potential ways of translating this somewhat
cryptical sentence into English. See also Gisli Sigurdsson 2012 and Mundal 2012.
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In post-medieval texts, the terms ‘hefund(u)r’ or ‘héfundur’ also kept the old
meaning of ‘authority’ for quite a while. In Jén Arnason’s Lexicon Latino-Islandicum
Grammaticale Pad er Glosna Kver a Latinu og Islendsku [...] from 1734, the relevant entry is:
“Auctor, -oris, Hefundur”.” Two passages from the 18% century give ‘héfundur’ with
the meaning of ‘originator’, ‘cause’: “Fyrir pennan rétt stefnist og Jén Jénsson sem hof-
undur pessa mdls.” (‘Before this jury is also called Jén Jénsson as the originator of this
legal case.);"® “Hun s& hjer pann, sem var héfundur allrar hennar, og hennar ettingja
Slukku.” (‘Here she saw the one who was the origin / cause of all her and her relatives’
misery.’)"”

For the first time, an interesting little Icelandic document shows that by the mid-
19t century ‘héfundur’, in a quite comparable way to Danish ‘forfatter’, has taken up
the modern meaning of ‘author of an original literary work’. A letter written by buridur
Sveinbjérnsdéttir (1823-1899) to the librarian and collector of Icelandic folktales and
fairy tales Jén Arnason (1818-1888), on May 15, 1854, illustrates that ‘héfundur’ was now
being used exclusively to mean “one who writes the original”. The exigency of artistic
originality has here become part and parcel of the role and task of an author:

bér kallid your “héfund” eefisdgu Luthers. Hvernig erud pér “héfundur” ad pvi, sem tekid er saman
eftir 8 ritum? Eg er nu ekki betur ad mér en svo, ad eg held héfundur og forfatter sé sama, og ad
forfatter sé s, sem frumritar. En pér segid sjalfur, ad Latherssaga sé ekki frumrit. bér megid vara
ydur 4 pvi, ad kvenfélkid tekur eftir.”’

You call yourself the ‘author’ of the biography of Luther. How can you be the ‘author’ of something
that is compiled from eight writings? I do not know better but I think that ‘author’ and ‘forfatter’
are the same and that a ‘forfatter’ is the one who writes the original. But you say yourself that the
story about Luther is not an original. Take care, women might notice.

Digression 1: master, meister, meistari

The first written instance of auctor as referring to the author of a literary piece in a
German text dates from the second half of the 15" century. Heinrich Steinhdwel
(1410/1411-1479) translated Rodericus Zamorensis’ (1404-1470) Speculum vitae humanae
(first print Rome 1468) into German as Spiegel des menschlichen Lebens (first print Augs-
burg c. 1476). In an addition to Book I, Chapter 32, on the art of medicine, which is not
part of the Latin text, Steinhéwel refers to the Spanish philosopher as stiffter (‘creator,

17 J6n Arnason: Lexicon Latino-Islandicum, p. 28.

18  Alpingisbaekur fslands, 12, p. 553, for the year 1740.
19 Hannes Finnsson: Kvdldvokurnar, p. 201.

20  Ur férum Jéns Arnasonar: Sendibréf, p. 40.
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originator’), auctor, meyster (‘master, magister’): der stiffter dises lateinischen btichlins
(folio 70v) (‘the creator of this Latin booklet’), mit vrlaub des meysters [...] der auctor dises
bichlins (folio 71r) (‘with the permission of the master [...] the auctor of this booklet’).
This is an illuminating passage insofar as Steinhéwel seems to use the three terms more
or less identically, auctor here being a kind of creator in a very material sense too. It
is also worthwhile to place these terms in the context of the medial transgressions
brought about by the emerging printing press. Auctor in this German book is character-
ised by existing between medieval and early modern concepts of the author.”

There are parallels also for this noun, the 15%"-century German meister, in Old Icelan-
dic. Meistari, for instance, is frequently used in Alexanders saga: segir meistare Gualterus®
(‘master Gualterus says’). According to the Dictionary of Old Norse Prose (ONP), meistari
means “herre, leder, anferer, husbond; fosterfader; skolemester, leeremester, leerer; vis
mand, leerd person, forfatter - auctor” (‘master, leader, chief, housefather; foster father;
schoolmaster, master, teacher; wise man, learned person, author - auctor’).” As a rule,
meistari is used for ancient authors of classical texts, but barely at all for contempo-
rary writers. A short sentence in the geographical section of the encyclopaedic Alfreedi
Islands has the following passage: Peir heita magis met Kalldei, enn philosophi med Girkivm,
magister med latinv monnum, meistarar met 0s.”* (‘They are called magis by the Chaldeans,
philosophi by the Greek, magister by the Latinists, meistarar by us.’)

Evidence that the overwhelming desire to father a good anonymous story already
existed in the late Icelandic Middle Ages is produced by Vilhjdlms saga sjéds, an original
riddarasaga. In the manuscript AM 343 a 4to (15% century), the saga is attributed to a
certain meistari Humerus: pessi saga var tekin af steinuegginum j Babbilon hjnni miklu. og
meistari Humerus hefer samsett hana.”> (‘This story, which was compiled by Master Homer,
was found on the stone wall in Babylon the Great.’)

Digression 2: The Emergence of the Romance Narrator

This last example belongs, as mentioned above, to the genre of romance (usually called
riddaraségur) and it is in the context of this group of sagas that scholars have discussed
the problem of fictionality and authorship as part of the genre most intensely. This

21 Rodericus [Sancius de Arevalo]. See also Boccaccio, De claris mulieribus, p. 336. The references in
Rabe / Schemme [n.d.] and Seng 1999, col. 1277, claiming that the two passages in Steinhdwel’s
book refer to his translation of Boccaccio’s De claris mulieribus, are wrong.

22 Manuscript AM 519 a 4to, end of the 13% century; Alexanders saga, p. 155 and passim.

23 Ordbog over det norrgne prosasprog. ONP: Dictionary of Old Norse Prose, URL: https://onp.ku.dk
(last accessed 1 March 2021).

24  GKS 812 4to (14" century), Alfradi fslenzk 3, p. 73.

25 Vilhjélms saga sjéds, p. 3.
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is of course very much in line with romance studies in general.” In the romances,
a specific new type of text-internal figure emerges in the form of the narrator who
explicitly refers to herself / himself as ‘', and who makes the status of a fictional text
with an increasing amount of self-awareness a matter of discussion in the romances
themselves.

In a famous phrasing in the prologue to Erec et Enide, Chrétien de Troyes (c. 1140 -
c. 1190) writes that his accomplishment in composing the narrative which came to be
considered the first proper romance was to create, on the basis of a diversity of existing
sources, une moult bele conjointure.” Chrétien based his writings on existing oral Breton
legends and written materials. It was this new artistic achievement of conjointure that,
in the eyes of the French 12% century, made a piece of art, different and distinct from
the earlier narratives that lacked this artistic joining-together of diverse materials and
meanings. In the history of medieval European literature, scholars usually saw in Chré-
tien de Troyes the medieval writer who ‘invented’ the specific type of chivalric nar-
rative, romans courtois, that was later to become the modern novel. Yet whether Chré-
tien’s formula already points to an actual awareness and self-conception as author is not
quite clear, all the more so since anonymity continued to be one of the decisive generic
factors of romance; and whether Chrétien viewed himself in every instance as an inno-
vative author, in what would correspond to a modern understanding of the concept, is
equally undecided. In any case, the ‘I’ of the early romances must be understood as a
narrator-figure and cannot immediately be identified with the ‘author’ as an empirical
subject and extradiegetic phenomenon.

Digression 3: Translator

What neither Bonaventure nor the texts analysed by Bourgain treat, because of their
corpora of Latin writings, are the various phenomena associated with the different acts

26  See the articles in Krueger 2000. On the role of romance and the emerging discussion about fic-
tionality in Old Norse-Icelandic literature, see, for example, Glauser 2010; Kalinke 2012; O’Connor
2017.

27 Chrétien de Troyes: Erec und Enide, p. 12. This crucial Old French phrase has been translated as

“a beautiful conjoining” (Krueger 2000, p. 2), “a very beautiful joining” (Bruckner 2000, p. 15),
“eine sehr schén geordnete Erzihlung” (Chrétien de Troyes: Erec und Enide, p. 13), “sehr schéne
Verbindung” (Greiner 1992, p. 300). On the importance of the narrative approaches and techniques
that are behind the concept of conjointure, see e.g. Krueger 2000, pp. 2-6; Bruckner 2000, especially
pp. 16-18; Greiner 1992.
Without making any direct reference to Chrétien de Troyes, Steblin-Kamenskij (1966, p. 32) sees
in the Old Norse poet (skdld) an “‘author of poetic form’ [...] so to-say [a] ‘form author’”, a poet
that much like the writer of the 0ld French romans used others’ material (aliena) in order to cre-
ate something novel; see also Steblin-Kamenskij 1973; Steblin-Kamenskij 1975a; Steblin-Kamen-
skij 1975b.
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of translating and adapting, as well as the figure of the translator. The extremely wide
and complex field of translation in the medieval North cannot be dealt with sufficiently
here, but translation deserves a short mention because it is pertinent to the question of
authorship. In quite a few instances, the role and function of the author is transferred
by later scholars to the translator.”® A prominent figure in the history of translations
into Icelandic, for example, was Brandr Jénsson (1192-1264), to whom the compilations
and translations of Gydinga saga and Alexanders saga are ascribed. Due to the usually
creative way of translating the border between compiler, translator, and author may in
certain places be blurred. Later manuscripts may attribute translations to early writers
whose names were known but who had nothing to do with the translations in question.”

A figure that must be mentioned in the present context, however, is a certain
Brother Robert, the supposed translator of Tristrams saga ok Isondar, who is probably
also the Abbot Robert said to be the translator of Elis saga ok Résamundu.” In an often
quoted and almost equally often criticised article with the telling title Den islandske Fa-
milieroman, the Danish literary scholar Paul V. Rubow (1896-1972) writes the following
about Brother Robert’s translation: “Af dette Digterveerk har vi netop en oldnordisk
Bearbejdelse, som ved en vidunderlig Skeebnens Tilskikkelse er baade forfatter- og tids-
bestemt.””" (‘Of this piece of poetry we have just one Old Norse rendering which, by a
wondrous coincidence of fate, can be ascribed to both an author and a time.”) To Rubow,
in the case of the Old Norwegian Tristrams saga, translator and author (‘forfatter’) were
the same person. Rubow familiarised himself so much with this man that he perceived
him as a real, living human being, so much so that, in his opinion, Robert deserved to be
remembered as a seminal figure in the emerging prose literature of the North. Rubow
continues with a notorious suggestion: “Der burde et Sted oprejses ham en Statue, thi
han er efter al Sandsynlighed Grundlaegger af den oldnordiske Underholdningslitte-
ratur i Prosa.”” (‘There ought to be erected a statue to him somewhere, for he is in all
probability the founding father of Old Norse prose fiction.’)**

28  On translation in medieval Scandinavia in general see Johanterwage / Wiirth 2007; Glauser 2019,
with further references.

29 Onthese and other sagas of antiquity, see Wolf 1988; Wiirth 1998.

30 See Sverrir Témasson (1977) who gives an excellent overview of the studies by Paul Schach, Peter
Hallberg, and Foster W. Blaisdell who discussed the existence of a so-called ‘Tristram-group’ of the
Riddarasdgur. Hallberg, e.g., considered it likely that the same man had translated Tristrams saga,
Strengleikar, and Duggals leizla. See also Driscoll 2019.

31 Quoted from Mundal 1977, p. 196.

32 Quoted from Mundal 1977, p. 196.

33 Translated by Driscoll 2019. In Rubow’s (1949, p. 50) own words: “A statue ought to be erected
somewhere in commemoration of him, for, in all probability, he is the founder of Norse prose
fiction.”
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It is crucial to note here that Rubow adheres to the same kind of literary aesthetics
as his contemporary, the Icelandic scholar Sigurdur Nordal (1886-1974), on whom more
below, in that he sees in the sagas Icelandic equivalents of the novels (‘Familieroman’).
Two passages out of many such examples in his essay suffice to illustrate Rubow’s main
point: “det er den Omstaendighed, som maa blive gjensynlig for enhver, der uden For-
domme laeser disse Tekster — det er Romaner.”* (‘it is this fact which must be obvious
to anyone who reads these texts without a prejudice - they are novels.’) “Sagaerne er
Romaner, endog Intrigeromaner.”” (‘The sagas are novels, even novels with intrigues.’)
As a consequence of this generic categorisation of the sagas as novels, it was only
natural that scholarship sought to provide them with an author (a ‘father’). If there was
no known author available (Rubow does not mention Thomas of Britain as a potential
author), the translator whose name we should apparently be so happy to know had to
take his place.

Digression 4: skdld (Poet)

In striking contrast to the prose literature, the poets of skaldic poetry (though not eddic
poetry), the skdld, step forward as ‘authors’ of their poems and as ‘individuals’, at least as
far as can be judged from the extant manuscript transmission. Skdld is the first element
of the Old-Norse Icelandic word for ‘poetry’, skdldskapr, which denotes the activities and
products of poets. The designation skdld is ubiquitous.’

Skdldskaparmdl (‘The Language of Poetry’), the part about poetics and rhetoric in
the Prose Edda, naturally has a broad selection of relevant terms, for example: En petta
er nu at segja ungum skdldum peim er girnask at nema mdl skdldskapar ok heyja sér ordfjolda
med fornum heitum® (‘But these things have now to be told to young poets who desire to
learn the language of poetry and to furnish themselves with a wide vocabulary using
traditional terms’).”® A majority of the skaldic poems that have come down to us are
in one way or another connected with poets explicitly mentioned by their names and
often by the attribute skdld: Bragi skdld (‘Bragi the poet’), Arnérr jarlaskdld (‘Arnérr the
earls’ poet’), Eyvindr skdldaspillir (literally ‘Eyvindr the skald who distorts the poetry of

34 Quoted from Mundal 1977, p. 192.

35 Quoted from Mundal 1977, p. 194.

36 See, however, von See 1981, p. 347: “Wenn man einmal nachpriift, wie die Germanen ihre Dichter
nannten, dann kénnte man meinen, sie seien lange Zeit hindurch ein Volk ohne Dichter gewesen.
Denn keines der Wérter, die im frithen Mittelalter auftauchen, hat gesamtgermanische Verbrei-
tung.” (‘If one would check how the Germanic peoples called their poets, one would get the im-
pression that they had been peoples without poets for a long time. Because none of the words for
poets that emerged in the early Middle Ages had a common Germanic distribution.’)

37  Snorri Sturluson: Edda. Skdldskaparmdl, 1, p. 5.

38  Snorri Sturluson: Edda, p. 64.
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others’), and innumerable others. Many terms exist for the activities of Norwegian and
Icelandic poets and there is equally a wide spectrum of functions for poets, for example:
Enn skal ldta heyra deemin hvernig hofudskdldin hafa ldtit sér soma at yrkja eptir pessum heitum
ok kenningum® (‘We shall present further examples of how major poets have found it
fitting to compose using these kinds of terms and kennings’).” The hofudskdld in 0ld
Norse poetry correspond to the prose texts’ meistarar, the ancient auctoritates.

An intriguing, separate area of study concerns a few runic inscriptions where the
runecarver signed his name and the attribute ‘skald’, or where a person is mentioned
with his name and the attribute ‘skald’. These are mostly Swedish inscriptions from the
Viking Age. Because of the stereotypical and short formulations, it is not always possible
to tell exactly what the precise role of these poets was in the process of the erection of
the stone and the production of the inscription. Nor is it easy to decide whether ‘skald’
in these inscriptions refers to the fact that the runecarver cut the inscription or had
the stone erected in his capacity as a poet. As in the case of manuscript bookmaking
observed above, the material aspects of the making of a runic inscription are the focus of
the runic terminology. The designation for a runecarver or runemaster (Swedish ‘run-
ristare’) is that of a craftsman who executes - carves, cuts (rista, hoggva) - the inscrip-
tions. The relevant formulas on the five inscriptions in questions are:

U [Uppsala runinskrifter] 29, Hillersjo:

purbiurn skalt risti runar (‘Torbjdrn skald carved the runes’)

U [Uppsala runinskrifter] 532, Roslag-Bro kyrka:

purbiurn skalt hiuk runaR (‘Torbjérn skald cut the runes’)

U [Uppsala runinskrifter] 951, Sdby, Danmarks socken:

kirimr skalt hiu (‘Grimr skald cut’)

Vg [Vistergétlands runinskrifter] 4, Stora Ek:

utr skalt raisti stain pinsi (‘Uddr skald raised this stone’)

N [Norges innskrifter med de yngre runer] 239, Stangeland, Langeland:
purbiurn skalt raisti stn pona (‘Torbjérn skald raised this stone’)

In an instructive study on two runecarvers both named Torbjorn, only one of them
bearing the attribute ‘skald’, the Swedish runologist Magnus Kéllstrém summarises his
findings as follows:

Det dr mycket frestande att tédnka sig att Torbjorn skald har ingdtt i en stormans flje, ddr en av hans
uppgifter varit att hugfésta minnet av 4ttens avlidna. [...] B4de Torbjérn skald och Torbjérn &r ristare
som trots sin ristarkompetens efterlimnat relativt fa verk. [...] Det begridnsade antalet ristningar
utesluter ocksa att runristandet varit huvuduppgiften f3r ndgon av dessa ristare. Torbjérn skald bor

39  Snorri Sturluson: Edda. Skdldskaparmdl, 1, p. 6.
40  Snorri Sturluson: Edda, p. 66. On the rich and varied technical vocabulary for skaldic poetry and
activity, see Kreutzer 1977; on poetological self-conceptions of skalds, see Kyas 2009; von See 1981.
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i stéllet, som binamnet visar, i huvudsak ha sysslat med diktning. Som béde diktare och runkunnig
bor han ha varit atravird som medlem i en stormans f5lje. I Uppland finns ytterligare ett exempel
pa att en skald dven 4gnat sig 4t runristande, ndmligen GrimR skald [U 951]. Denna har utfort ett
mindre antal runstenar i trakten kring Uppsala [...] och kan dérfér liksom Torbjérn skald ha varit
knuten till en viss grupp av ménniskor. P4 andra héll forekommer runstensresare med binamnet
skald, men ingen av dessa pastar sig ha utfért ristningsarbetet sjilv (UddR skald Vg 4; Porbiorn skald
N 239). Mérkligt &r att Torbjorn skald inte har efterlimnat ndgon inskrift som &r versifierad.”

It is very tempting to believe that Torbjoérn the poet was part of a chieftain’s retinue in which one
of his duties was to secure the memory of the clan’s dead. [...] Both Torbjérn the poet and Torbjérn
are carvers who, despite their ability as carvers, left behind relatively few works. [...] The limited
number of carvings also precludes that the carving of runes was the main occupation for either of
these carvers. Torbjdrn the poet would, as his epithet shows, primarily have occupied himself with
poetry. As both poet and expert in runes, he would have been attractive as a member of a chief-
tain’s retinue. In Uppland there is additionally an example that a poet has occupied himself with
rune carving, namely Grimr the poet [U 951]. He has executed a smaller number of rune stones in the
area around Uppsala [...] and can therefore like Torbjérn the poet have been connected to a certain
group of people. On the other hand, there are raisers of rune stones with the epithet poet, but none
of these claims to have executed the carving himself (Uddr skald Vg 4; [Norwegian] Torbjérn skald
N 239). 1t is remarkable that Torbjérn the poet did not leave behind any versified inscription.

One of the main reasons for the strikingly different status of authors of poetry and prose
has usually been held to be the different medial forms and the role of literacy versus
orality. While written narratives, such as the French romances or to some degree the
0ld Norwegian and Icelandic Riddarasgur (Chivalric sagas), introduce the new narra-
tive level of the implied author, oral poetry is much less capable of keeping such dis-
tance between the narrative and the performer.”” This is another vast area of study that
requires more detailed analysis.

Digression 5: The ‘Author’ in Pre-Modern Literary Historiography

When, in the 18 century, learned Icelanders started the project of mapping the history
of their country’s literature, they could base their endeavours to quite some degree
on the works of their predecessors from the 16" and 17" centuries.” Reformation and

41 Killstréom 1999, pp. 134f.; see also Kéllstrém 2004, pp. 236f., 369, 393f.

42 See also Steblin-Kamenskij 1966 on this complex.

43 Relevant studies are Gudrun Ingdlfsdéttir’s and bPérunn Sigurdardéttir’s introduction to their edi-
tion of Jén Olafsson tir Grunnavik 2018; see esp. pp. X-XII on the origins of Icelandic literary histo-
riography. See also Gudrin Ingdlfsdéttir / Pérunn Sigurdardéttir 2015; Matthias Vidar Semunds-
son 1991; Gottskalk Jensson 2000; Gottskalk Jensson 2001. - Gudrin Ingdlfsdéttir 2009 presents an
extensive evaluation of concepts of social authorship, manuscript textuality, and the simultaneity
of handwritten and printed books in 18-century Northwest Europe.
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humanist writers such as Gudbrandur borldksson (1541-1627), Arngrimur Jénsson
(1568-1648), and in the 17*" century Pormddur Torfason / Thormodus Torfeeus (1636-
1719), Arni Magnusson (1663-1730), and others had already written extensively on the
medieval and contemporary literary traditions of Iceland. The picture that the medieval
texts offered for questions of terminology and definitions of author and authorship is
more or less confirmed and repeated by the post-medieval scholars’ texts as written in
Latin and Icelandic. Auctor, author, autor did not yet refer to writers of specifically liter-
ary texts but were still more or less equivalent to scriptor or sometimes historicus. It is
only in the second half of the 18" century that auctor, author, autor gradually begins to
be used for ‘author’ and equated with ‘héfundur’ as a producer of literary and explicitly
fictitious texts. Thus, the first histories of Icelandic literature are excellent sources that
describe the emergence of author-terminologies in a more modern sense. Among the
most important and pertinent of these works are those by Pall vidalin (1667-1727),
Jén Olafsson tr Grunnavik (1705-1779), borsteinn Pétursson (1710-1785), and Halfdan
Einarsson (1732-1785). These literary histories and general writings on literature are
of course crucial for the study of concepts of textuality and authorship in a historical
perspective, and they would deserve more attention than it is possible to provide in the
present context. A few examples will have to suffice here.

That Latin author in the late 16" century denoted both the author / writer of a
written text as well as an initiator or originator in a more general sense is attested in a
passage by Gudbrandur Porléksson, in which he names himself as the person responsible
(author esse) for Arngrimur Jénsson’s Brevis commentarius de Islandia (Copenhagen 1593),
i.e. the person initiating someone else’s writing of a work. In addressing the reader of
this work, ‘Benigno et pio Lectorem Salutem’, he explains: Quare hoc tempore author eram
honesto studioso, Arngrimo Ione F, ut revoltis scriptorum monimentis, qui de Islandid aliquid
scripserunt, errores et mendacia solidis rationibus detegeret.** (‘Therefore, at this time, T was
the initiator for the honest student Arngrimr, son of Jén, to reveal the errors and lies in
what [others] wrote about Iceland with sound reasons.’)

When the Latin aquthor is used for the one who ‘writes’, i.e. authors a book, such
as Arngrimur Jénsson in his Brevis commentarius,” it is as a designation of oneself or
others as an ‘author’ of scholarly, ‘non-fictional’ works: Authoris ad Lectorem (‘From the
author to the reader’); Authoribus [...] maximis (‘major, outstanding authors whose works
enjoy auctoritas’). Writers of other works are usually just called scriptores or, if their
capacity as historians is highlighted, historicus (historian). In Arngrimur’s writings, both
Saxo Grammaticus and Snorri Sturluson are such historici whenever they are named as
authors of historical works; see, for example, in Specimen Islandie Historicvm [...] (Amster-
dam 1643), where Arngrimur calls Semundus (Seemundr Sigfisson hinn fré6i), Arrias

44 [Gudbrandur Porldksson] Gudbrandus Thorlacius: Benigno et pio Lectorem Salutem, 1, p. 7.
45 [Arngrimur Jénsson:] Brevis commentarius de Islandia, 1, p. 8.
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(Ari Porgilsson hinn fré3di), Isleifus (isleifr Gissurarson), Snorro (Snorri Sturluson), and
others authores: Hos [...] Authores [...] Annales nostri et Norvegici [...]** (‘These [...] authors
[...] our annals and the Norwegian annals [...]").

In his polemical writings, especially Crymogea sive Rerum Islandicarvm Libri III
(Hamburg 1609), Arngrimur seems to adhere to a certain rhetorical pattern; author is
mostly used as a self-definition, while terms like scriptor, scribens, historicus, and espe-
cially literatus (‘learned man’) or idiota (‘layman, amateur, bungler’) are reserved for his
opponents: apud Literatos [...] apud Idiotas.” The well-read bishop Gudbrandur Porlédksson
called them Zoili (after the Greek Cynic philosopher Zoilos): adversus Zoilorum proterviam*®
(‘against the impudence of the ‘Zoili”). Arngrimur Jénsson makes another interesting
terminological distinction, when he talks about poéte (‘poets’) and prophani autores,
prophani scriptores (‘worldly authors’), for example: Ad prophanos scriptores transeo*
(‘T will now proceed to the worldly writers’).

A short note in Crymogea [...] Libri IIl needs to be mentioned here, because it is
one of the few instances where there is a certain possibility that Latin author could
have been used in a slightly different way. In a list of Icelandic nomophylaces (16gsdgu-
menn, ‘lawspeakers’), Arngrimur inserts for the year 1215: Snorro Sturle f. Autor Edde
Lib.* However, in the context of Arngrimur’s other uses of author, it is unlikely that he
wanted to portray Snorri as the actual causa efficiens in accordance with Bonaventure’s
definition of auctor. It is more probable that Autor Eddee Lib. here refers to a writer who,
like all historians, makes use of existing texts and puts them together in a new book,
just as the famous rubric of the Uppsala version of the Prose Edda states: Bék pessi heitir
Edda. Hana hefir saman setta Snorri Sturluson eptir peim heetti sem hér er skipat.”* (‘This book
is called Edda. Snorri Sturluson has compiled it in the manner in which it is arranged
here.’)

In the late 17 century, scriptor was still the prevalent term for author / writer.
Arni Magnusson’s unfinished attempt at gathering the names of medieval Icelandic
authors / writers, in the form of a list in the manuscript AM 434 4to from c. 1690-1710,
bears the title ‘De Scriptoribus Islandicis vetustioribus’ (which is incidentally translated
as ‘Um {slenska hofunda til forna’ in Handrit.is).*

Pall vidalin’s unfinished Recensus poetarum et scriptorum Islandorum (before 1727),
primarily an alphabetical list of Icelandic ‘poets’ and ‘writers’, displays the traditional

46  [Arngrimur Jénsson:] Brevis commentarius de Islandia, 3, p. 262.
47  [Arngrimur Jénsson:] Brevis commentarius de Islandia, 2, p. 9.
48  [Arngrimur Jénsson:] Brevis commentarius de Islandia, 1, p. 8.
49  [Arngrimur Jénsson:] Brevis commentarius de Islandia, 2, p. 35.

50 [Arngrimur Jénsson:] Brevis commentarius de Islandia, 2, p. 73.
51 Snorri Sturluson: The Uppsala Edda, pp. 6f.
52 lam grateful to Lukas Rosli for drawing my attention to this manuscript.
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dichotomy in its title. This early history of Icelandic literature was partly translated
by Porsteinn Pétursson, extant in JS 30 4to, Lerddmssaga (‘History of Learning’), and
in other manuscripts from the second half of the 18" century. borsteinn Pétursson
translates poete and scriptores precicely as “Skrifarar & skald”. He stresses the erudi-
tion of the writer of Recensus: “sidlfur Author, s leerde Widalin™** (‘the author himself,
the learned Vidalin’). Later in his sketch - and this is important to emphasise at this
point - borsteinn, in a longer discussion of Snorri’s putative authorship of the Edda, uses
both author and héfundur: “Nochrer leerdir og Jafnvel sialfur Arne Magnusson hafa Efast
umm og Jafnvel neitad pvj ad Snorre Sturluson veere Author peirrar Eddu som honum
er Eignud, Enn [...] til ad hrinda allre Efasemd umm pad, hvor ad sie Héfundur peirrar
bokar [...].”** (‘Some learned men and even Arni Magnusson himself have doubted and
even denied that Snorri Sturluson was the author of the Edda that is attributed to him
[...] but to discard any doubt about who the héfundur of that book is [...].") This passage
is interesting because, for the first time in an Icelandic text, author and héfundur are
equated with regard to a medieval writer, notwithstanding the fact that Snorri’s activ-
ities are described as those of a compilator: “Hann (Snorre) Jék b4 Eddu, sem Seemundur
prestur hinn fréde, hafde 4dur samsett; heraf ma Rada ad Snorre hafe biriad ad utleggia
Semundar, og skrifa syna Eddu i sundurlausre reedu [...].”* (‘Snorri augmented that
Edda which Semundr the learned priest had compiled earlier, of which one can tell
that Snorri had begun to interpret / translate Semundur’s and write his own Edda
in prose diction [...].") Porsteinn Pétursson’s “Vidauki” (‘Supplement’) to Recensus is in
many respects a remarkable source, not least because of the fact that he is one of the
first Icelanders to develop a literary terminology in the vernacular. Influences from con-
temporary international discussions about philosophy and aesthetics are also visible.
The same holds true of Jén Olafsson tir Grunnavik. In his equally unfinished Safn til
{slenskrar békmenntasigu (main parts finished by 1738, continued until 1758), he defines
the subject of his treatise as follows: “P4 kalla ég scriptores, sem beekur hafa skrifag,
edur sntid peim Ur 6drum tungum, meir en kvedid, pé kvedid hafi nokkud.”* (‘1 call
those scriptores, who have written books or translated them from other languages more
than they have composed in verse, even if they have composed somewhat.”) In a fasci-
nating preface to the third part of his presentation, Jén gives a number of reasons why
it is favourable to know the names of the authors of books: “A3 vita néfn peirra sem
beekur hafa skrifad synist mér betra til en frd sékum pessara orsaka [...].”*” (‘It seems to
me better to know the names of those who have written books because of these reasons

53  Pall Vidalin: Recensus, p. 159.
54 P4l Vidalin: Recensus, p. 166.
55 Pall vidalin: Recensus, p. 166.
56 Jén Olafsson: Safn, p. 193.

57 Jén Olafsson: Safn, p. 17.
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[...].") Among these reasons are the following: If one knows the author, it is easier to
judge a book, to locate a manuscript or edition, to remember the title and subject matter
of a book, and to keep alive the good reputation of a known author.

Although Jén sticks to the common terminology of poéte versus scriptores, auctores /
aut(h)ores, and historici, he introduces a term for a specific new type of author. While he
considers Ari to be “scriptor accuratissmus et veritatis amantissimus” (‘a very accurate
writer and a great lover of truth’), the author of Skjéldunga saga seems to him to have
been “credulus og inclineradur til fabulas” (‘credulous and inclined to fictions’), in short
a “fabulator”.”® In speaking of Grettis saga, J6n calls Sturla Pérdarson “auctorem heilu
sdgunnar” (‘the author of the complete narrative [i.e. Grettis saga]’).”” Furthermore, in
the Icelandic literary discourse of the 18t century, aspects of the non-historical and the
fictional increased in importance, and the period of the novel with its modern author
was about to emerge in Iceland as well.

Compared to Porsteinn Pétursson’s and Jén Olafsson’s Icelandic texts, Halfdan Ein-
arsson’s Sciagraphia historic literariee Islandice (Copenhagen 1777) does not offer much
new with regard to terminology. It is worth noting, though, that Halfdan also uses both

scriptor and auctor to refer to the man or the men behind “Eddee Snorronis”.*

Bourgain’s observations on the verbs for scribal and authorial activities in medieval
Latin are consistent with the corresponding terminology in the Old Norse-Icelandic
material. Medieval prose narratives seldom, if ever, use a noun unambiguously to refer
to an author. There is, on the other hand, a multitude of expressions for activities such
as segja frd (‘to tell’), setja saman (‘to compile, to put together’), snara, snila (‘to translate’),
etc.” While verbs express the creating, writing, or telling of an epic narrative, few if any
examples of designations for the persons behind these activities can be found in the
medieval Icelandic texts. The term sagnamadr (literally ‘saga-man’) is commonly used
for a figure in a saga who orally performs a narrative but is not the same as a creative
‘author’ of the saga.”

So, when all the lexicological evidence speaks against the existence of an author-
concept in the modern sense of the word, why is it that so many scholars insist on
sticking to this notion, and when was such an entity as the ‘author’ of Icelandic lite-
rature actually ‘invented’? The following section is a short and preliminary attempt at
contextualising some of the issues that have been raised.

58 Jén Olafsson: Safn, pp. 7f.

59 Jén Olafsson: Safn, p. 9.

60 Halfdan Einarsson: Sciagraphia, pp. 21 and 24.

61 See Glauser 2010; Miiller 2020.

62  Steblin-Kamenskij 1966 stated that this absence of a specific term for ‘author’ confirmed the fact
that there existed no such concept (see below).
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3. Between Deification and Nullification. When and Why Was the
Author of the Icelandic Sagas Invented?

Undoubtedly the hitherto most influential contributions to the discussion of author-
ship in the Icelandic sagas from the Middle Ages were made by a relatively small group
of mostly Icelandic and some related Scandinavian scholars in the first half and the
middle of the 20% century, which came to be known as the ‘Icelandic school’, or ‘Nordal’s

school’.®®

3.1. The Author as God

Gustave Flaubert, in a letter to Louise Colet (December 9, 1852) in which he discussed
the relationship of an author to his text, famously wrote: “L'auteur, dans son ceuvre, doit
étre comme Dieu dans I'univers, présent partout et visible nulle part.”* (‘The author, in
his work, must be like God in the Universe, present everywhere and visible nowhere.’)
In the conclusion of his influential work on Snorri Sturluson from 1920, Sigurdur Nordal
manages to surpass Flaubert’s dictum in stating that the Icelandic sagas actually meet
the Frenchman’s requirement even better than Flaubert himself! Nordal says: “Flau-
bert gefur listamanninum pad bordord, ad hann eigi ad vera eins og gud { verki sinu:
allsstadar naleegur, en hvergi synilegur. En {slenzkar ségur fullnaegja pessari kréfu betur
en baekur hans sjélfs, sem eru fullar af samlikingum og brotum ur lj68amali [...].”** (‘Flau-
bert makes the commandment to the artist, that he should be like God in his work:
present everywhere, but nowhere visible. But the Icelandic sagas fulfil this demand
better than his own books, which are full of comparisons and fragments of poetry [...].")
In his aesthetic assessments of literary texts, Sigurdur Nordal orientates himself in rela-
tion to the poetics that had evolved with the emergence of the modern, psychological,
realistic novel. The stylistic device of the objective narrative which evolved during the
19% century is elevated to the appraisal of good literature as such, which Nordal sees as
realised in the Icelandic sagas. This allows him to make an anachronistic rollover back-
wards to compare the Icelandic medieval héfundur (NB: not hofundr) with the modern
French romancier. It is no surprise that the comparison turns out in Snorri’s favour, who,
in his artistic foresight, turns out to have anticipated, fulfilled, and even improved on

63  See Lie 1939, p. 97; Clover 2005, p. 241. Among the many discussions of the ‘Icelandic school’ itself
are Oskar Hallddrsson 1978, one of the earliest critical evaluations by an Icelander; Jén Hnefill Adal-
steinsson 1991, which describes its origins; Byock 1992, which stresses its political background; and
Clover 2005, which contextualises it within saga studies. On Lie 1939, and Steblin-Kamenskij 1966,
see below.

64 Flaubert: Correspondance, p. 204.

65 Sigurdur Nordal 1973, p. 220.
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the exigency of the Frenchman by some 650 years. The ideal style that the medieval
audience expected from “{slenzk][...] sagnaritun” (‘Icelandic saga writing’), according
to Sigurdur Nordal, consisted of an ‘unbroken and moderate narrative’: “békmenntir
préudust medal manna, sem heimtudu dbrotna og héfsama frasdgn” - that is, ‘a style

), «

shaped by dignity, objectivity, and nobility”: “{ samreemi vid hina einfsldu gofgi stils og
listar er 6hlutdraegnin og kurteisin”.*

Sigurdur Nordal thus adapted an aesthetic norm that was formed in the late 18%
and the 19' centuries and - in his 1920-monograph on Snorri and many later works -
used it to interpret medieval texts in a way that was to define analyses of the sagas up
to the 1980s, when structuralist narratology was slowly introduced to saga scholarship.
As Vidar Pélsson shows, one of the decisive factors in this context was the influence
exerted on Nordal by the Basel art historian Jacob Burckhardt (1818-1897) and his spe-
cific aesthetics of individualism.” Another methodological mistake typical for his time
was that Nordal, in the case of both Snorri and Flaubert, identified the author with the
narrator - that is to say, he did not distinguish between the extradiegetic and the intra-
diegetic levels of literary texts. This biographical fallacy did not only characterise the
writings of the adherents of the ‘Icelandic school’, of course, but was symptomatic of
literary studies at the time on the whole.

Some of the many pertinent works, besides Sigurdur Nordal’s Snorri Sturluson, to
tackle the problem of authorship in the same vein are his own ‘Samhengid { {slenzkum
békmenntum’, an introduction to the school-book anthology Islenzk lestrarbdk, origi-
nally published in 1924;* his seminal essay on Hrafnkels saga;®® Einar Olafur Sveinsson’s
equally influential book on the Age of the Sturlungs;” Nordal’s overview of the cultural
history of Iceland, Islenzk menning;”* and (not to forget) the introduction to his edition
of Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar,”* a model for the ‘Formalar’ (‘introductions’, ‘prefaces’) of
the [slenzk fornrit editions. As in many other [F-editions, “Héfundurinn”” gets his own
section of 25 pages in Nordal’s Egils saga.”* The results of the editor’s careful evaluations
of the evidence concerning the possible authorship of the saga are summarised by him
thus:

66  Sigurdur Nordal 1973, p. 201.

67 See Vidar Palsson 2015.

68  Sigurdur Nordal 1996.

69  Sigurdur Nordal 1940.

70  Einar Olafur Sveinsson 1940.

71  Sigurdur Nordal 1942.

72  Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar, pp. V-CV.

73 Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar, p. LXX.

74  Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar, pp. LXX-CXV.
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Petta mél verdur aldrei Gtkljad til fullrar hlitar med peim gdgnum, sem vér pekkjum nd. Eg er fuis
til pess ad skiljast vid pad sem é4litamal. En sjdlfur hef eg sannferzt um pad pvi meir, sem eg hef
kynnzt Egils sdgu betur, ad hin sé verk Snorra, og mun ég framvegis ekki hika vid ad telja sdguna
med ritum hans, nema ny rék komi fram, sem mér hefur sézt yfir.””

This case [the author of Egils saga] will never be finally solved with the evidence we have now.Iam
ready to look at it as a matter of opinion. But I myself have been more convinced as I have become
better acquainted with Egils saga that it is the work of Snorri. And I will from here on not hesitate
to count the saga among his writings unless new evidence which I have overlooked comes forth.

The [F-editions of the Icelandic sagas and especially the ‘formélar’ played an important
role in the game of authoring. The concepts of author and authorship were considered
essential when it came to creating and staging the sagas as novel-like works of art.”
According to Roland Barthes,” a ‘work’ always needs an ‘author’, and since many of the
sagas are held to be great works, they need great authors. In other words, for the Icelan-
dic sagas, medieval texts as they are, to be conceived as great, timeless works of art, this
thinking pattern presupposes, they must be deprived of their specific medieval aspects,
especially their manuscript transmission, unstable textuality, and fluid generic borders,
but also their anonymity. The final products of this operation are then works in books,
which on the bookshelf look precisely like editions of (other) novels; as Barthes puts it,
“the work is concrete, occupying a portion of book-space (in a library, for example)”.”

It is quite remarkable in this context, too, that the concept of ‘héfundur’ as such,
important as it was for the ‘Icelandic school’s’ basic construction of the history of Ice-
landic literature in the Middle Ages, is nowhere in their writings discussed in a more
systematic and theoretic way. Nordal’s nonchalant remark in his essay on Hrafnkels
saga is significant here; “af ritara sdgunnar, héfundinum (eins og hér ad framan hefur
stundum verid ad ordi kvedid til heegdarauka)”” (‘by the writer of the saga, the author
[as he above has sometimes been called for the sake of convenience]’). Despite the insist-
ence on the author as the creative person behind the work of art, this piece in the chain
of the production of a saga, seemingly so important, is mentioned by the term ‘hof-
undur’ only for the sake of convenience, almost as an excuse. The comment exposes an

75 Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar, p. XCIIL

76  Sigurdur Nordal 1940, p. 82, on the author of Hrafnkels saga, German summary: “der Verfasser [...]
dachte nicht daran, eine wahre Saga zu schreiben, sondern einen wirkungsvollen Roman. Das ist
ihm auch gelungen. Die Komposition der Saga ist meisterhaft, der Zusammenhang der Ereignisse
ebenso natiirlich und folgerecht wie in einem guten Roman.” (‘the author [...] did not intend to
write a true saga, but an effective novel. And he was successful. The composition of the saga is
masterful, the correlation of the events is as natural and consistent as in a good novel.’)

77  See Barthes 1971; Barthes 1980.

78 Barthes 1980, p. 74.

79  Sigurdur Nordal 1940, pp. 34f.
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approach that completely lacks methodological awareness and explicitness, a feature
the ‘Icelandic school’ shared with a great deal of saga scholarship at the time.*

In the search for the origin of the author and the date of a specific saga, an impor-
tant approach was the study of potential rittengsl (‘literary relations’). Yet, as Jonna
Louis-Jensen writes in a paper about saga-dating, “[t]he rittengsl approach has, however,
disappointed later scholars, since the direction of borrowing is often uncertain, even
in cases where the interrelations seem to be likely or even obvious.”®" This correct and
convincing observation is in a way ironic. If rittengsl are taken to be intertextual rela-
tions that, among other things, create memory in literary texts, the concept would actu-
ally be state of the art in literary analysis, although the ‘Icelandic school’ of course never
intended rittengsl to be such an open concept.

Another tangent in the search for the saga author were the many attempts at
author attributions by language statistics, made especially by Peter Hallberg in a series
of books and articles on “spréklig forfattarbestimning”® (‘linguistic author attribu-
tion’) in the 1960s. A case in point was the discussion of the identity of Snorri Sturluson
as the alleged ‘author’ of Heimskringla and the ‘author’ of Egils saga. In his 1962 study,
Hallberg determined, “the main result of the present study: that Snorri is the author of
Egla”.® Yet these studies have also yielded few new insights or lasting results. The main
reason for the failure of this method was that the manuscript basis of the sagas was
neglected, and normalised modern editions were taken as the basis for the statistical
investigations. As Jonna Louis-Jensen, in the important paper mentioned above, notes
with splendid philological perspicacity:

Despite its late date, the M&3ruvallabdk text in Sigurdur Nordal’s edition of the saga (IF 11, 1933)
was to become the textual basis of Peter Hallberg’s statistical research from the 1960s, especially
his studies of ‘pair words.” In the first of these studies Hallberg announced his findings in a tone
of unmistakable triumph: ‘If such an outcome cannot be accepted as proving beyond doubt that
Snorri Sturluson dictated Egla, there seems to be little hope left that a linguistic study will ever
lead to conclusive results in this or similar questions of authorship.’” ([Hallberg,] 1962: 186) [...]
One of the difficulties with Hallberg’s theory is, however, that it is chiefly based on a comparison
of Egils saga with the saga of St Olaf, the central section of Heimskringla, and not with the whole
work. [...] The perfect accordance found by Peter Hallberg between the percentages of hitta(sk) and
til pess er in Egils saga and OH are not, as Hallberg claims, yet another proof that both are works
of Snorri Sturluson, but rather that both are works belonging to a slightly older period than his.

80 See e.g. also Rubow 1928; Rubow 1949, passim; Clover 2005.

81 Louis-Jensen 2013, p. 134.

82 See for example Hallberg 1962; Hallberg 1965; Hallberg 1968.

83 Hallberg 1962, p. 191. Cf. also Hallberg 1963, p. 103: “An author’s name may seem insignificant
and add little to our knowledge of Knytlinga and Laxdcela. However, if the name is that of Olafr
bérdarson, it indisputably provides a fuller and more detailed insight into the history of Icelandic
saga writing.”
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[...] Therefore, if it is true that Snorri Sturluson is the author of Hkr I+11I, the linguistic evidence
suggests that neither OH nor Egils saga was written or dictated by him. Nor do there seem to be
any linguistic indications of OH and Egils saga sharing the same author. [...] based on the idea that
Snorri Sturluson authored Egils saga, the absence of the same archaisms from the archetype(s) of
Hkr I+111 - or at least from the parts of Hkr I+11I that have not demonstrably been copied from older
works - speaks very strongly against that idea.*

3.2. Snorri a Teddy Bear, the Author a Nullity?

In a 1939 article in the Norwegian journal Mdl og minne - in the form of a review of the
newly published edition of Grettis saga in Islenzk fornrit (1936), but in essence a lengthy,
fundamental contribution to understanding the complex of authorship in Icelandic
medieval literature - Hallvard Lie raised for the first time a number of essential method-

ological issues in the approach of the ‘Icelandic schoo

I’.* Lie addressed many pertinent

aspects of the approach and the results, among them the central point of authorship:

Man har vent sig til & tale om ‘den islandske skole’, eller kort og godt ‘Nordals skole’[...] et eksister-
ende grunnsynfellesskap innen den krets av videnskapsmenn som preger sagaforskningen pa
Island i dag[...] en noe usedvanlig sterk lyst til & opspore ‘forfattere’ til de forskjellige sagaverker.*

One has become used to talking about ‘the Icelandic school’, or, in a nutshell, ‘Nordal’s school’
[...] a foundational assumption in the circle of scholars which characterise saga studies in Iceland
today [...] [is] a somewhat unusually strong desire to track down ‘authors’ of various saga works.

At the start, Lie parodies the quest for the authors of anonymous sagas as a hunt for
big and small game, which he calls a “forfatterjakt” (‘hunt for the author’).” He con-
tinues:

84

85
86
87

Deteraleneenellers kjent forfatterpersonlighet [emphasis in the original] som har
evne til i noen nevneverdig grad 4 gi oss en verdifull gket innsikt i det for anonyme verk som blir
knyttet til hans navn. Kommer man efter de grundigste og mest tidsedende granskninger til det
resultat at en saga er forfattet av en mann hvis litteraere meriter ellers er totalt ukjente og om
hvis person forgvrig man f. eks. ikke vet synderlig ut over det at han var prest og hadde interesse
for kirkebygninger og alt til gardsbruk henherende (eksemplet er ikke ‘sgkt’), da er dette selvsagt
et resultat som nok kan fortjene a bli bokfert; men finnes der noen mening i & kjore op med hele

Louis-Jensen 2013, pp. 139f., 142, 145; see also Louis-Jensen 2006; Jakob Benediktsson 1955; Seelow
1998.

See also Clover 2005, p. 241.

Lie 1939, p. 97.

But see also his self-critical clarification at the end of the article: Lie 1939, p. 137.
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det videnskapelige apparat som blev satt i gang for & nd dette resultat og derved beslaglegge side
ved side som kunde ha veert brukt til andre dreftelser? Jeg for min del finner det meningslest.*

Itisonlyan otherwise known author-personality that has the ability to give us, to
a degree worth mentioning, a valuable, increased insight into the previously anonymous work
linked to his name. If after the most solid and time consuming studies one arrives at the result that
a saga is written by a man whose literary merits are otherwise completely unknown and about
whose person nothing special is otherwise known, besides that he was a priest and had an interest
in church buildings and everything about farming (the example is not made up), then this is of
course a result that deserves to be noticed; but is there any meaning in summoning up the whole
scholarly apparatus that was put into motion to reach this result and thereby take up page after
page which could have been used for other activities? I, for my part, think it is pointless.

“Er der virkelig utsikt til at man kan stete pé en veritabel bamsefar (en Snorre Sturlason
f. eks.)” (‘is there a real chance that one will come across a genuine teddy bear, a Snorri
Sturluson, for example’), Lie goes on.* He closes his review article with a witty polemi-
cal reflection on the value of the search for authorship in the sagas for literary studies,
which in its elaborateness deserves to be quoted in full, since it incisively identifies
some of the key problems (discussed in this chapter):

88
89
90

Sett at én kunde fere sannsynlighetsbevis for at Njéla var forfattet av - la oss kalle ham Jén
Jénsson, prest etsteds i Rangdrvallasysla i beg. av. 14. drh. Denne Jén Jénsson som saledes blev
gjenkjent som forfatter til et av verdenslitteraturens store verker, matte i all rimelighets navn
kalles en stor forfatterpersonlighet. Men visste vi ellers om denne i sig selv store forfatter intet
ut over en del spredte personalhistoriske data, samt kanskje at han f. eks. hadde interesser for
hestekamper og hadde vert gienvidne til en mordbrand, og kunde vi saledes pa grunn av denne
kildenes karrighet m. h. t. oplysninger om hans dndelige personlighet praktisk talt intetsomhelst
nytt resultat n til ved hans hjelp vedr. Njéla, - ja, da matte vi sa at han - tross all sin ‘storhet’ som
nakent litteraturhistorisk faktum - som litteraturvidenskapelig hjelpefaktor er
en nullitet [emphasis in the original].”

Suppose that one could put forward a proof of probability that Njéls saga was written by - let us
call him J6n Jénsson, a priest somewhere in Rangdrvallasysla in the early 14" century. This Jén
J6nsson, who was thus recognised as author of one of the great works of the world’s literature,
should in all reasonableness be called a great author personality. But if we knew nothing else
about this per se great author other than some scattered data of his personal history, as well
as maybe that he, for example, was interested in horse fights and had been an eyewitness to an
arson, and if we thus, due to the scantiness of the sources with regards to information about his

Lie 1939, p. 107.

Lie 1939, p. 108.

Lie 1939, p. 138. Bruckner (2000, p. 15) addresses as similar problem in romance studies when she
says about “named romancers”, e.g. medieval French or German literature, that “we cannot do
much more than attach them to the works in which they appear”.
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spiritual personality, so to speak, could not reach any new result about Njéls saga with his help -
well, then we must say - despite his ‘magnitude’ as a bare fact of literary history - that, as an
auxiliary factor for literary studies, he is a nullity.

It has to be stressed here that Lie himself, despite his determined polemic against the
fruitless desire to track down the anonymous writers of the sagas, is very eager to apply
the notion of an ‘author’ / ‘forfatter’. There is no deconstruction whatsoever of the
traditional concept of authorship as such in Lie’s article.”

A general discussion of the paradigm of medieval authorship as something more
or less identical with modern author-concepts did not appear in saga studies in the
Western world until the writings of the Russian scholar M. I. Steblin-Kamenskij were
first made accessible in a Western language in an article in 1966. This short contribu-
tion was followed up by English and Norwegian translations of his book Mir sagi (‘Saga
mind’) in 1973 and 1975 respectively. In this work, Steblin-Kamenskij presented some
ground-breaking reinterpretations and new approaches that focused on the funda-
mental differences between the cognitive framework of the (Icelandic) Middle Ages, as
expressed in saga literature, and the post-medieval period, as written down in modern
works of literature.” In Steblin-Kamenskij’s seminal 1966 article, a substantial part is
devoted to the “annoying anonymity” of the sagas, as he puts it ironically at the start of
his essay.” Steblin-Kamenskij was one of the few scholars who stressed the historicity
of the concepts of author and authorship in ‘pre-performative’ saga-studies, as well
as one of the few scholars who stressed the importance of manuscript transmission,
creative rewriting, and variance. Although it would certainly be an exaggeration to
call him a New Philologist avant la lettre, Steblin-Kamenskij was the first to conceptu-
alise authorship and variance together before the ‘neo-philological, material turn’” A
central passage in this article addresses the problem under discussion here as follows:

Since the notion ‘author’ did not exist at all, authorship must have been something quite dif-
ferent from what it has become in modern times. Indeed, authorship is obviously not only the
fact of having produced a literary work, but also a certain attitude of the producer towards his

91 It should be mentioned here that the first systematic criticism of the theories and approaches of
the ‘Icelandic school’, and in particular Sigurdur Nordal’s Hrafnkatla, by an Icelandic scholar were
Oskar Halldérsson’s (1976; 1978) works on Hrafnkels saga. In these, Oskar Hallddrsson revitalised
the discussion about the role of oral origins of the sagas and their closeness to folklore material.

92 The relevant writings are Steblin-Kamenskij 1966; Steblin-Kamenskij 1973; Steblin-Kamenskij
1975a; Steblin-Kamenskij 1975b; Hallberg 1974a; Hallberg 1974b: a very sharp reaction from the
point of view of the ‘Icelandic school’; also critical of the theories of Steblin-Kamenskij: Harris
2008.

93  Steblin-Kamenskij 1966, p. 24.

94  On the New Philology and Material Philology in Old Norse-Icelandic textual culture, see Driscoll
2010, an excellent introduction; see also Lethbridge / Svanhildur Oskarsdéttir 2018.
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production. If the notion ‘author’ did not exist, an author could not be aware of being an ‘author’,
or attach any importance to being one, or think that being one was better than being a copyist,
or try to be an ‘author’ consistently, or try to be one at all, for that matter, distinguish between
composing and copying. [...] those who are considered to have ‘copied’ a manuscript, in actual fact
changed the style, added or abridged [...]. In fact when [the] pronoun ek appears in an 0ld Icelan-
dic prosaic work we do not necessarily know who this ek is: someone we would call an ‘author’ or
someone we would call a ‘copyist’ [...]. The anonymity of the Sagas of Icelanders is, of course, also
a manifestation of this attitude of the authors.”

A crucial, but also vulnerable, point in Steblin-Kamenskij’s reflections on semantics is
of course the assumption that the absence of a term for ‘author’ automatically means
that there was no such concept. Steblin-Kamenskij did not confine this reflection to
authorship. Later in the same article, and even more elaborately in The Saga Mind, the
scope of his observations included such equally important issues as historicity, factuality,
truth, and eventually syncretism as a specific attitude towards history and narrative:
“[...] although the notions of ‘historical truth’ and ‘fiction’ can be easily expressed in any
modern European language [...], they could find no expression whatever in Old Icelandic
and consequently did not exist at all.”® Assertions like this one have been criticised with
reference to language theory.” It was Steblin-Kamenskij’s concept of a ‘syncretic truth’
that especially aroused the opposition of traditional scholars such as Peter Hallberg.
Interestingly, around the same time that Steblin-Kamenskij published his first
article in 1966, some of the main principles of the ‘Icelandic school’, such as the ideas
that there was a negligible influence on saga literature from foreign sources, that sagas
were exclusively written sources, that ‘authorship’ was of central importance, and so
on, were challenged by scholars like Lars Lonnroth and a group of Danish medievalists
who stressed the international networks of the Icelandic church and the European
and Latin parallels and models of many sagas and genres.” The challenge consisted
in the questioning of the fundamental uniqueness of medieval Icelandic literature;
it was also a substantial attack on one of the principal aims of the ‘Icelandic school’,
which was to demonstrate that the great works of the ‘Golden Age’ of the 13t century
were created by ingenious writers who could be considered as equivalent to authors of
modern literature. Lonnroth’s and others’ studies had quite a few parallels with Steblin-
Kamenskij’s thinking, With a few exceptions, however, Steblin-Kamenskij’s theories
have been rather undervalued in saga scholarship for many years. Only recently has
Anatoly Liberman taken up the thread in a new essay on the problem of saga origin

95  Steblin-Kamenskij 1966, pp. 27f.

96  Steblin-Kamenskij 1966, p. 29.

97  See e.g. Clover 2005, pp. 259-262, on the controversy; see also Harris 2008, p. 227-229, for a sub-
stantial critical evaluation.

98 See Lonnroth 1965; Bekker-Nielsen et al. 1965.
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in relation to the concept of saga mind.” Even if Liberman’s focus is not largely on
the problem of authorship as such, it is the most profound and insightful recent contri-
bution to the tradition in which Steblin-Kamenskij was working.

In summing up the results of the first three sections tentatively, a short answer to the
questions of when and why the notion of ‘author’ came into existence in saga literature
and saga scholarship would be as follows: If we look at the medieval and early modern
material, we seem to have an abstract concept without a term. While Old Norse-Icelan-
dic, just like other medieval vernaculars, had a variety of expressions for activities of
dictating, writing, bookmaking, and so on, and there were some narrators who referred
toan ‘T or a ‘you’, there was no explicit noun that would designate author or authorship.
These terms are thus inventions of modern times, phenomena of saga scholarship from
the late 19" and the early 20" century. In the writings of Scandinavianists who were
influenced by aesthetical perceptions of their time, the notion evolved that sagas could
and should be read and interpreted as modern novels. Novels, however, were in the
conceptions of these scholars per definitionem authored works. As a consequence of this,
it was considered unthinkable that the often-anonymous Icelandic sagas, which were
novels according to their understanding of them, would not have authors as well. The
construction of authorship as a phenomenon of modern literature was thus transferred
and applied to the sagas, and 20%-century scholarship spent a great deal of energy and
time attempting to ascribe the sagas to certain (known or unknown) authors. During
the late 1960s and particularly the 1970s and 1980s, when new theoretical models and
conceptions slowly evolved even in saga studies, a notoriously under-theorised field,
the search for saga authors lost its urgency.

4. The Authors’ Readers: From Saga as Work to Saga as Text

One of the most provocative challenges of poststructuralist literary theory in a his-
torical context was put into words in two articles by Michel Foucault (1926-1984) and
Roland Barthes (1915-1980) in the late 1960s and early 1970s. It claimed that in contrast
to previous literary scholarship, which operated with a biographical textual model of
‘author - text (- reader)’, a more adequate and plausible concept of literary (and other)
texts would put the focus of attention on the dynamics of ‘reader’ and ‘text”:

Certainly it would be worth examining how the author became individualized in a culture like
ours, [...] at what moment studies of authenticity and attribution began, [...] at what point we
began to recount the lives of authors rather than of heroes, and how this fundamental category of

‘the-man-and-his-work criticism’ began.'”

99 Liberman 2018; see also Lénnroth 2020 for a review.
100 Foucault 1980, p. 141.
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While previously all authority over the production of meaning was conceived to lie with
the author, this concept lost its importance and interest for the scholars who instead
turned their attention to the text as something constructed by the audience.'

In his seminal essay ‘Qu’est-ce qu’un auteur?’ (‘What Is an Author?’) from 1969,
Foucault introduced the concept of ‘fonction-auteur’ (‘author-function’). This category
of ‘author-function’ was an attempt at placing the ‘author’ within the network of dis-
courses that define it,'” or as Marc Escola concisely summarised:

Pour plus de clarté, donnons a la thése de Foucault sa formulation la plus radicale: ‘I'auteur’ n’est
rien d’autre qu’une fonction attachée a un certain type de textes, et définie par des usages, des
pratiques institutionelles historicisables.'”

For the sake of clarity, let us give Foucault’s theory its most radical expression: ‘the author’ is
nothing but a function attached to a certain type of texts and defined by its use, institutional
practices which can be historicised.

The discursivation of the author concept is thus a central operation, especially if it is
linked to its historicisation.'” 1t is easy to see that saga studies would benefit a great
deal from applications of this concept; discourse analysis might be one of the options
for saga analyses that focus on the authorship problem.

Another excellent contribution to the problem of author-concept was written by
Barthes in 1971. Under the title ‘De I'ceuvre au texte’ (‘From Work to Text’), it signals a
programmatic movement in literary studies from structuralism to post-structuralism.'®
In it, Barthes proposed a distinction between an entity he called ‘I'ceuvre’ (‘the work’)
and an entity he called ‘le texte’ (‘the text’), indicating that there is a fundamental dif-
ference between these two. While a work is part of a hierarchical structure of genres and
has an author who as an empirical figure owns and symbolically fathers it, a text is an
open field of discourses that does not need the traditional elements of literary history
and literary studies, such as genres or authors and their ‘real lives’. What makes Barthes’
reflections particularly appealing to saga studies is that they among other things enable
approaches to literary texts that take into account and emphasise their openness. Texts,
e.g. sagas, are in this definition no longer confined as generically closed entities (works),
but can be understood as open, intertextual fields in connection with other similar

101 See also Kittang 2012.

102 See Foucault 1980, esp. pp. 148-151; for the French original, see Foucault 1994. On the complicated
origins and publication history of Foucault’s 1966 essay ‘Qu’est-ce qu’un auteur?’, see Ribard 2019.

103 Escola 2007.

104 On the possibilities of historicisations of the author-function, see Jacques-Lefévre 2001; Bernadet
2001; Zimmermann 2001.

105 See Barthes 1971; Barthes 1980.
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texts. Of particular interest in the present context is that this model of literary texts
does not require such a text to have an author. Needless to say, anonymous sagas such
as the [slendingaségur correspond perfectly with this notion of text.

A third and final pertinent approach should be shortly mentioned here, the
notion of rhizomatics, as proposed by Gilles Deleuze (1925-1995) and Félix Guattari
(1930-1992)."° Deleuze and Guattari developed ‘la pensée rhizomorphe’ (‘rhizomor-
phic thinking’) as part of a larger research project called ‘Capitalisme et schizophrénie’
during the years 1972-1980. In the rhizome they saw a strong analytic metaphor which
enabled them to analyse texts, as well as social phenomena, not as parts of genealogical
trees, as had been the tradition for many centuries, but rather as invisible, hidden con-
nections. Similarly to Barthes’ redefinition of texts, the rhizomatic structure makes it
possible to read texts differently and not only with regards to an author; for example,
the rhizome opens up the possibility of reading sagas in terms of authorless intertex-
tual relations and specific medieval medial transmission. While trees as a rule have
one root, rhizomes are multifarious by nature; in a sense, their way of growing under-
ground resembles the manuscript transmission of Icelandic saga literature a great deal.
Instead of perpetuating thinking in terms of generic hierarchies and traditional forms
of authorship, it would also undoubtedly be worthwhile to try to analyse the sagas with
a perspective of applying the concept of their rhizomatic connections. An approach
characterised by this metaphor and its implications would make it possible for saga
scholars to highlight the specific aspects of their intertextual relationships and trans-
mission, as well as to approach questions of origins, anonymity, and authorship from
new angles and with innovative ideas.'"” As has been stressed several times in this
paper, the study of Icelandic saga literature could certainly make progress by turning
to some of the theories and methodological approaches outlined here. Saga scholarship
could start simply by applying some of these new approaches to the many fascinating
aspects of medieval texts.

A final example may illustrate this. The French writer Marie de France (c. 1135 -
c. 1200) is typically taken to be the ‘author’ of a number of so-called lais. A collection of
such lais was translated into Old Norwegian in the 13" century; since the 19 century,
these narratives have been called Strengleikar. In the preface to them, the narrator says
that traditional narratives which were told obscurely by the ancients - i fyrnskonne, hinir
fyrro, med myrkom ordom ok diupom skilnengom - shall be provided with more and new
meaning in lucid discourses - lysa med liosom umrcedom - by readers or listeners in the
future. In a way, this passage might be read as an early plea for giving the recipient of a

106 See Deleuze / Guattari 2014.
107 Onthe concept of rhizome with regard to saga-literature intertextuality, see Vidar Hreinsson 2018,
esp. pp. 79-82.
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text a more prominent role than the person(s) who originally created, wrote, or made
it. The passage reads in Old Norwegian:

Ollvm paeim er gud heevir let vizsku ok kunnasto ok snilld at birta pa samer igi at fela ne leeyna
lan guds i ser. heelldr fellr paeim at syna odrom med godvilia pat sem gudi likade peeim at lia. [...] Pa
var sidr hygginna ok hoeverskra manna i fyrnskonne at paeir meellto freede sin sua sem segi med
myrkom ordom. ok diupom skilnengom. saker paeirra sem ukomner varo. at paeir skylldo lysa med
liosom umrcedom pat sem hinir fyrro hofdo meellt. ok rannzaka af sinu viti pat sem til skyringar
horfde ok rettrar skilnengar. af pzeim kaennengom er philosophi forner spekingar hofdu gort. Sidan
sem alldren leid framm ok «ve mannanna pa vox list ok athygli ok smasmygli mannkynsens. med
margskonar hette. sva at i ollom londum geerduz hinir margfrodasto menn melande sinna landa
tungum.'®

It is not fitting that all those to whom God has given wisdom and knowledge and the eloquence to
make these [lais] known should hide and conceal God’s gift within themselves; rather, it is proper
that they reveal to others with good will that which it pleased God to grant them. [...] It was the
custom of wise and well-mannered men in olden days that they should set forth their learning,
so to speak, in dark words and deep meanings for the sake of those who had not yet come, that
these should explicate in lucid discourse that which their forbears had said and probed with their
intelligence whatever pertained to the elucidation and correct understanding of the teachings
which philosophers, sages of long ago, had made. As time and the lives of men wore on, man’s art
and attentiveness and acumen increased in many kinds of ways, so that the most learned men in
every country began expressing themselves in the language of their country.'”

This highly complex passage is an adaptation of the famous corresponding text in
Marie’s prologue to the lais:

Ki Deus ad aduné escience

E de parler bone eloquence
Ne s’en deit taisir ne celer,
Ainz se deit voluntiers mustrer,
[.]

Custume fu as anciens,

Ceo testomoine Preciens,

Es livres ke jadis feseient,
Assez oscurement diseient
Pur ceus ki a venir esteient

E ki aprendre les deveient,

K’i pelissent gloser la lettre

E de lur sen le surplus mettre.
Li philesophe le saveient,

Par eus meismes entendeient,

108 Strengleikar, p. 6.
109 Strengleikar, p. 7.



46

| Jiirg Glauser

Cum plus trespassereit li tens,
Plus serreient sutil de sens

E plus se savreient garder

De ceo K'i ert a trespasser.'™

Anyone who has received from God the gift of knowledge and true eloquence has a duty not to
remain silent: rather should one be happy to reveal such talents. [...] It was customary for the
ancients, in the books which they wrote (Priscian testifies to this), to express themselves very
obscurely so that those in later generations, who had to learn them, could provide a gloss for the
text and put the finishing touches to their meaning. Men of learning were aware of this and their
experience had taught them that the more time they spent studying texts the more subtle would
be their understanding of them and they would be better able to avoid future mistakes."*

Marie’s Old French text, as well as the Old Norwegian translation, take up positions here
that almost anticipate some essential elements of today’s literary theory. The passage
stresses the importance of the diffusion, reception, and transmission of texts, their cre-
ative rewriting, their openness, and multiplicity. There is also an early insight into the
nature of unstable texts, as well as the fact that variability does not necessarily make
the sagas mere products of decline - quite the contrary, transmission and change could
improve narratives. The person who wrote the preface to Strengleikar would certainly
not have subscribed to Sigurdur Nordal’s dictum: “Um Islendingaségur gildir ekki nema
ein regla: { upphafi var fullkomnunin, sidan fer 6llu hnignandi.”"* (‘There is only one
rule with regard to the Icelandic sagas: In the beginning was perfection, thereafter
everything declined.’)

There can be no doubt that the most relevant methodological challenges of recent
literary studies and cultural analysis - to mention but a few: new philology, material
philology, new historicism, discourse theory, historical narratology, aesthetics of recep-
tion, intertextuality, memory studies, media studies - have already exerted healthy
influence on saga studies."” The open, unstable, non-hierarchical texts of the Icelandic
Middle Ages and early modern period seem to have been made precisely to be studied
by these approaches. Likewise, studies of author- and authorship-concepts can only
benefit from such methodological openings.

110 Marie de France: Die Lais, pp. 68, 70, vv. 1-22.

111 Marie de France: The Lais, p. 41.

112 Sigurdur Nordal 1940, p. 72.

113 One such result is the recent anthology curated by Slavica Rankovi¢ on modes of medieval author-
ship, a major contribution to the problem complex under discussion here with many promising
papers. Especially useful are the differentiations, indicated already by the title’s use of the plural,
between various ‘Modes of Authorship’ (Rankovié et al. 2012).
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Abstract

This chapter explores the question of how authorship was discursively and intertextually produced in
0Old Norse-Icelandic literary history. This procedure is exemplified by the author-figure Ari borgilsson,
who is highly canonised in literary history and to whom, as will be shown, is attributed not only the first
0ld Norse-Icelandic prose text, but also a role in the development of the Old Norse-Icelandic writing
system. The fact that not a single artefact in the sense of an autograph manuscript from Ari’s hand has
survived raises the question of how this author-figure could become a literary focal point in cultural
memory, uniting the most diverse ‘initial settings’ (Anfangssetzungen) in the sense of retroactively set
starting points and of cultural foundational narratives. This chapter argues that Ari’s existence as the
primal scribe of Old Norse-Icelandic literature was on the one hand consolidated by a dense intra-
and intertextual network of naming textual attributions, and that it on the other hand found its way
into cultural memory and literary history through a long-lasting transmission and (re-)construction of
these textual attributions over the centuries.
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1. Introduction

In our everyday lives as readers, especially as academic readers, the question of who
the source of a text is, and thus its author, is of central importance. When we quote
from secondary source texts of scholarly research, we owe it to our scholarly integrity
to state who developed the ideas we adopt and where they can be read in their original
context. Although we always refer to a single manifestation of a monograph or to an
essay bearing the name of one or more authors, we implicitly include both our own text
and the idea referred to in a discourse on the history of ideas, which in its historical
depth forms an almost inextricable intertextual network. Names of authors become
representatives of the nodes of this network and recede as actual people, being repre-
sented predominantly by the views they have expressed in their texts. Each node in the
network becomes an auctoritas in the classical sense, with the network producing an
establishing validity, of discursive canonism. The situation is quite different in the case

8 Open Access. © 2021 Lukas Rsli, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under
the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
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of primary literature, where the author, as the creator of the fictional worlds he has put
down on paper, becomes an independent genius. The name of the author becomes the
fetish of the reader, who, with the texts overlaid by the author’s name, also relates to
the author as a human being. Of course, somewhere within us is the knowledge that an
author is not completely responsible for their own text. Publishers, typesetters, graphic
designers, lecturers, and, last but not least, intertextualities are jointly responsible
for the text that is presented to us, but we are willing to overlook their involvement.
Nevertheless, in this modern literary sense we regard the author as the creator of a
text which, in the form in which it is presented to us, could have been conceived and
then written only by the hand of said author. In an almost Lejeunian sense,' we assume
that a literary text is based on the premise that there is a congruent unity between the
named author as the intellectual source of the text, their genuine idea of the text, and
the hand of the writer who put the text down on paper.” In our age of print and even
online media, we accept such a direct connection between the author, as the origin of a
narrative, and the medial consolidation of this narrative in the form of a text, even if we
do not have an autograph from the author’s hand. This may be due to the fact that, since
the printing of books and the resulting mass media distribution of texts, we also accept a
legally binding agreement between the author’s name and the text creator. This legally
binding agreement is today also supported in a book by the publisher and the impressum
or printer’s imprint, including the copyright for which the publisher is co-responsible.

Yet how do we approach texts whose transmission means that they are only avail-
able in copies, as is frequently the case for texts from the European, and especially
from the Old Norse-Icelandic, Middle Ages? What is the relationship here between an
author and a text that only becomes accessible to later or even modern readers as an
artefact several decades, or even hundreds of years, after the supposed act of writing
by the author’s hand? These questions become even more relevant when asked in ref-
erence to Old Norse literary production, since the vernacular writing of fictional and
quasi-historical literature in Scandinavia only began after Christianisation. There are,
of course, artefacts in Scandinavia from the time before Christianisation, dated around
the year 1000 in Iceland, that are inscribed with runes; however, these mostly short,
formalised commemorative texts are usually not thought of as traditional narrative
literature, unlike those texts that we now refer to as Old Norse literature. The Latin
alphabet, which came to Iceland through Christian scholarly culture, was, however,
adapted for Old Norse literary production for the writing of vernacular narratives, as
was the case with other vernacular languages in the Middle Ages. Among others, Notker

1  Lejeune 1989.

2 On the subject of the connection between an author’s name and the establishing of the auctorial
authority of (printed) texts since modern times, see also the chapter on “The Name of the Author”
in Genette 1997, pp. 37-54.
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Labeo, known as Notker the German, helped to create the first orthography of Old High
German, and the English monk Orm, probably of Scandinavian descent, developed an
independent spelling system of Middle English.’ In these cases, however, an existing
literary tradition has simply been more firmly codified. The history of Old Norse-
Icelandic literature, by contrast, is often said by scholars to have involved not only the
vernacularisation of the Latin script, but also the contributions of a primal scribe con-
sidered to be the first author of historical prose writing in Old Norse and the founder
of 0ld Norse-Icelandic writing: Ari Porgilsson inn fré3i (Ari bPorgilsson the Wise). Ari
Porgilsson (ca. 1067/1068-1148) is said to have been trained at the school of the South
Icelandic vicarage of Haukadalur and to have later worked as a priest at Stadastadur on
the Sneefellsnes peninsula; two of the most important texts of early Icelandic historio-
graphy, Islendingabdk (Book of Icelanders) and Landndmabdk (Book of Settlements), are
completely and partly attributed to him respectively. The assumption, discernible in
the Middle Ages, that Ari was the (co-)developer of the Old Norse-Icelandic script, and
the fact that the texts referred to as the first (historical) prose texts are attributed to
him, combine to frame him as a catalyst-like author-figure, with enormous potential
for national cultural memory. The aim of this essay is therefore not to evaluate Ari Por-
gilsson’s authorship in terms of historical truth, but rather to show how Ari Porgilsson
became a figure of cultural memory, linking the first instance of Old Norse-Icelandic
authorship and what I will refer to in the following as scriptogenesis.

2. 0Old Norse-Icelandic Cultural Founding Narratives

The two narratives mentioned above, which today operate under the conventionalised
titles Islendingabk and Landndmabdk, are both founding narratives of Icelandic society.
[slendingabdk is a rather short treatise on Iceland’s early history, ranging from the
settlement (approx. 874 CE) to the introduction of the first two Icelandic bishops
(approx. 1118 CE), and gives great importance to both the legal-political and religious
institutionalisation of the still young society.” Its oldest textual manifestation that we
know of today is the manuscript AM 113 a fol. written by Jén Erlendsson in 1651,° but

3 Haugen 1950, pp. 5 and 56.
For a brief outline of Ari’s life and an overview of the traditional scholarly discussion on his author-
ship, see Grenlie 2006, pp. X-XIV. Sverrir Jakobsson 2017 even argues that some other historical texts
could be attributed to Ari’s authorship, but there is no material basis to argue stringently for this.

5  As one of the highly canonised texts of Old Norse literature, there are countless editions of
Islendingabdk. An English translation can be found in Grenlie 2006.

6  On the life and work of Jén Erlendsson, who among other things produced the two oldest surviv-
ing manuscripts of [slendingabdk (AM 113 a fol. and AM 113 b fol.) and one manuscript each of two
different redactions of Landndmabdk, see Helgi fvarsson 2007.
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[slendingabdk is considered by scholars to be the first historical prose narrative in a
Scandinavian language and is thought to have been written by Ari Porgilsson between
1122 and 1133.” As a result, this narrative is not only thought of as a medieval, historical
testimony, but at the same time is declared to be a literary-historical starting point.®
Due to the scholarly consensus that the text known today from the 17 century is based
on an authentic witness of the first Icelandic narrative written by Ari Porgilsson in the
early 12 century, and that this text is said to be the oldest known written narrative in a
Scandinavian language, the author-figure Ari Porgilsson is stylised by modern scholars
as what I will call the primal scribe of the Old Norse-Icelandic literary history. Already
in this context, Ari borgilsson can be seen as an author-figure in which two narratives of
origin overlap and thus become more powerful, namely the first instance of authorship
and the founding narrative of a society. Since these two narratives of origin coincide in
[slendingabdk, the author-figure’s functional power, in the sense of forming the cultural
memory underpinning the self-image of Iceland as a literary nation, is increased: it was
an Icelander who was the first author to write the quasi-historical original text on the
origins of Icelandic society. The idea that these two narratives should be understood as
cultural memories, which were created only at a later stage in order to explain the past,
will be discussed in more detail below.

A similar principle of Ari Porgilsson being staged as a primal scribe can be seen in
the case of Landndmabdk.’ This text, which does not exist in any medieval version under
the autograph of the author-figure Ari Porgilsson, is also a fundamental narrative of
the origins of Icelandic society. As the title in common use today suggests, it is a narra-
tive that deals with the time of the Icelandic settlement (approx. 874 CE to 930 CE). In
contrast to [slendingabdk, the narrative of Landndmabdk is not structured as a sequence
of quasi-historical events that serve to establish cultural memory of the founding of
institutions in Iceland, but rather follows a genealogical and geographical structure to
consolidate ownership. Landndmabdk lists about 400 of the first settlers who settled in
Iceland during the time of the settlement and adds their descendants to this list. The
narrative tells anecdotally of the most important events relating to these settlers and
their descendants up to the early 12t century, and is told within a geographically struc-

7 “Its [Ari Porgilsson’s [slendingabdk’s, L. R.] great age gives it inestimable value as a source of his-
tory, and it is no less precious as a literary monument, for it is the oldest example of narrative
prose in a Scandinavian language.” (Turville-Petre 1967, p. 90). “[Ari borgilsson’s, L. R.] Islendinga-
bék (‘Buch von den Islindern’) ist der ilteste bekannte erzihlende Prosatext in einer skand[ina-
vischen] Sprache [...].” (Simek / Hermann Palsson 2007, p. 208).

8  For a new-philological discussion of these problems posed by the previous scholarly opinion, see
Rosli 2021.

9  Landndmabdk is also a highly canonised text of Old Norse literature, so there are several editions
available. An English translation of Landndmabék can be found in: The book of settlements: Land-
namabdk.
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tured framework that encompasses Iceland from west to south. Whilst the genealogical
approach in [slendingabdk, which mainly refers to the first two Icelandic bishops and to
the author-figure Ari borgilsson himself, takes a back seat to the founding narrative of
the institutions of Icelandic society, Landndmabdk aims to consolidate the memory of
ancestry, annexation, regional ownership, and power relations in Iceland by formally
and functionally linking its founding narrative to the genealogies and territories of the
first settlers. Both narratives can, however, be regarded as prototypical founding narra-
tives for the construction and subsequent establishment of cultural memory.

Such cultural founding narratives are, in a sense, always mythologically underpinned
stories that aim to construct a memory of the past that is suitable for the present.”® They
give a beginning to the collectively imagined and a form to a society’s early days, thus
creating a retrospectively conceived foundation that separates the own from the foreign
and that gives a framework for the cultural-historical narrative of the future." Such nar-
ratives were, of course, already known in purely oral societies,"” but they were affected
by writing in two ways: on the one hand, the process of writing down these narratives
codified them and later led to their being canonised; on the other, their newfound rela-
tionship with other written texts exposed them to both intertextual usage and discursive
criticism.” Memory thus solidified in texts overlaps with the memory passed on orally
beforehand, and is transformed into a literary form through the writing of the text."

With regard to the above-mentioned narratives about the early days of Icelandic
society, we are thus always dealing with retrospective ‘initial settings’ (Anfangssetzun-
gen) that are set as the starting point for the often-mythical founding narratives. That
writing in the sense of a solidified, text-based record in Old Norse-Icelandic becomes
accessible only several generations after the narrated events makes it clear that even
in the earliest textual sources assumed by scholars, no history is conveyed that is based
on actual everyday memories of communicative memory.” Rather, the content of these
texts is a past (re-)constructed by cultural memory.*

The narrated events of such a past, which are to be inscribed into the Icelandic cul-
tural memory by the diegeses of these founding narratives, are not only transferred into
a literary form by means of writing but are also fictionalised. To emphasise the fictional

10 For a discussion of funding narratives in Old Norse saga literature, see Hermann 2010, pp. 69-87.
For a comparison of [slendingabék with other mythological founding narratives in Old Norse liter-
ature, see Lindow 1997, pp. 454-464.

11 For the inherent logic of such ‘initial settings’ (Anfangssetzungen) and founding narratives, see
Koschorke 2007, pp. 5-12.

12 Assmann 1995, pp. 126f.

13 Corti 1999, p. 17.

14 Assmann / Assmann 1993, p. 272.

15 Assmann 1995, p. 127.

16  Assmann 1995, pp. 130f.
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character of the memories that are to be created by such literary founding narratives,
Birgit Neumann also calls them “fictions of memories”,

because, more often than not, they turn out to be an imaginative (re)construction of the past in
response to current needs. Such conceptual and ideological fictions of memory consist of predis-
positions, biases, and values, which provide agreed-upon codes for understanding the past and
present and which find their most succinct expression in literary plot-lines and myths."”

The following will show that the above-mentioned Old Norse-Icelandic founding narra-
tives not only serve to create a cultural memory of a past, but they also inaugurate an
author-figure and primal scribe who intends to enhance this initial setting with regard
to Iceland’s status as a literary nation.

3. The Old Norse scriptogenesis

The notion of text and actual or retrospectively attributed authorship is today closely
linked to the development of a sign-system that we call writing. Writing is intended to
preserve and pass on knowledge - in the sense of information that previously could be
conveyed only orally or in some other uncodified form, and which was therefore often
rather ephemeral. As for other cultural phenomena, as has been shown above using
the example of the early history of Icelandic society, founding narratives also exist for
writing. In order to separate narratives of the origins of writing from other cultural or
even national founding narratives, I will refer to them in the following as scriptogenesis.
Every scriptogenesis shares with other text-based founding narratives the fact that it is an
initial narrative that sets a narrative starting point retrospectively and aims to inscribe
itself into cultural memory in a discourse-forming way. In contrast to other text-bound
founding narratives, however, scriptogenesis is directly linked to its own mediality and
thus, in its own form, always refers to itself, the written word. Scriptogenesis thus turns
out to be metafiction': It describes its own medial development through the medium
that emerges during this development, thereby emphasising its own fabrication in the
sense of textuality or even fictionality. In this sense, scriptogenesis thus offers up less a
disturbance of the illusion underlying the authenticity of the diegesis created by its
literary narrative, and more a space for poetological and especially medial reflection.
One of the best-known quasi-scriptogeneses is probably that of Phaedrus, ascribed
to Plato, in which Socrates and Phaedrus discuss the possibilities and advantages of

17 Neumann 2008, p. 334.

18 For a brief explanation of the concept of metafictionality, which goes far beyond the older and
narrower concept of fictional irony and can certainly be found not only in postmodern texts, but
also in medieval texts, see Wolf 2004, pp. 172-174.
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writing and orality in relation to their memory capacity.” Socrates recounts the myth
of the Egyptian god Theuth, who, having already invented number and calculation,
metrology and astronomy, board and dice games, finally also invents the letters and
tries to praise them to the Egyptian king Thamus; the latter, however, is critical of script,
as he assumes that the possibility of holding on to knowledge will make people forget in
principle. It is, of course, not without irony that a quasi-oral written dialogue criticises
writing as a storage medium of knowledge.” Yet the criticism of writing as a medium
of memory here is based on the assumption that individual knowledge can only be
remembered and perpetuated in conversation, and that written knowledge can be seen
as a support for collective memory.** The interesting thing about Phaedrus, however, is
that the actual creative act of writing is not described and, moreover, the differences
between the hieroglyphic image-writing system and the demotic letter-writing system
are not discussed, which would have to be implicitly taken into account in this text from
a historical perspective. This makes the narrative a quasi-scriptogenesis, since the actual
self-referentiality is not addressed in its own writing.

By contrast, the Old Norse-Icelandic scriptogenesis is not particularly mythically
charged in the sense of a transcendental reference to divinity. The mythical character
of the Old Norse-Icelandic scriptogenesis can, however, be seen on the one hand in the
context in which the scriptogenesis is handed down, and on the other hand in the way it
is narrated. Probably the oldest written scriptogenesis in Old Norse-Icelandic literature
is found in AM 242 fol., a manuscript from the middle of the 14" century, which is now
known as Codex Wormianus. AM 242 fol. is, of course, principally known for being one
of the four main editions of the Prose Edda. The mythographic, poetic, and language-
theoretical text conglomerate of the Prose Edda is here, however, augmented by other
texts, such as the four Grammatical Treatises. The four Treatises and a preceding prologue
are found in AM 242 fol. on folios 42r-59v, thus dividing Skdldskaparmdl (‘The Language
of Poetry’), being the so-called second or third part of the Prose Edda (depending on
whether the prologue is counted as a separate unit or not), into two parts. The Grammat-
ical Treatises thus become integrated into the poetic and language-theoretical section of
the Prose Edda, which itself makes its statements on the basis of myths and mythologues,
the latter being the smallest semantic constitutive unit of a myth. In the case of Codex
Wormianus, in which the four Grammatical Treatises have been transmitted singularly in
this unified manner, these narratives can thus be understood in the context of a decid-
edly theoretical discussion of language and myths.”

19 Plato: Phaedrus, 274b-278b.

20 See also Wirth 2007, pp. 208f.

21  For a short memory-theory discussion of this section from Phaedrus, see Glauser 2014, p. VIIL

22 For the medial impact of the Grammatical Treatises and in particular the fourth Grammatical Treatise
in the context of the Codex Wormianus, see Clunies Ross 2018.
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Within the Treatises themselves, the mythical character of the Old Norse-Icelandic
scriptogenesis can also be seen in how the development of writing is presented as a cycle
of creation, in which the creators are named once and shortly afterwards merge into
an unnamed first-person narrator. In addition, various writing systems, from which the
newly developed 0Old Norse-Icelandic script is derived, are discussed in the narrative.
The only constant in these not entirely consistent narratives of Old Norse-Icelandic
scriptogenesis is Ari Porgilsson:

(kal yor (yna hinn fyr(ta letr( hatt [va ritinn epter [extan (tafa (taf-rofi i danlkri tvngy, epter pvi
(em poroddr rvna meiltar{ ok ari pre(tr hinn frodi hafa (ett i motf latinv manna (tafréfi, er meiftar{
prilcianus hefer fett.”

You shall be shown the nature of the first letters, written according to the sixteen-letter alphabet
in the Danish language, according to how béroddr Runemaster and the priest Ari the Wise have
compared them against the Latin people’s alphabet that Master Priscian has established.

This quotation from the prologue to the four Grammatical Treatises shows that in this
form of scriptogenesis, two different writing systems are compared in order to make a
selection from their totality to develop a writing system for the Old Norse-Icelandic
language.” The term ‘Danish language’, which in Old Norse refers not only to the actual
language of the Danes but also to the Scandinavian languages in their entirety or to
Old Norse itself, in combination with the mention of a sixteen-letter alphabet can be
interpreted as a reference to the younger futhark. This Scandinavian runic writing-
system is now contrasted with that of the Latin people, which is directly associated
in the text with Priscian, i.e. Priscianus Caesariensis, the Latin grammarian and author
of the standard textbook Institutiones Grammaticae, which was part of Latin instruction
in the Middle Ages. In the process of presenting this sequence of written culture, some-
thing quasi-indigenous, the runes of the younger futhark, is used together with some-
thing new, Latin writing and book culture, to create an independent beginning. This
is not simply to discard a past cultural form to replace it with a new one, but rather to
develop a new one specifically marked as Icelandic by the alleged mixing of the two.
What is interesting, however, is that this union of the runic writing of the past with
the new, Christian learned book culture of the Latin language, which results in the
creation of the Old Norse-Icelandic written language, is according to this scriptogenesis
developed not only by one figure of creation, but by two. The names of the two char-

23 Den tredje og fjerde grammatiske athandling i Snorres Edda, p. 154; for a digitised version of Codex
Wormianus and the respective folio 42r, see: https://myndir.handrit.is/file/Handrit.is/ AM%20
242%20fol./83/HIGH_QUALITY_DISPLAY (last accessed 1 March 2021). All translations are my own,
unless stated otherwise.

24 See also Johansson 1997, pp. 43-46.


https://myndir.handrit.is/file/Handrit.is/AM%20242%20fol./83/HIGH_QUALITY_DISPLAY
https://myndir.handrit.is/file/Handrit.is/AM%20242%20fol./83/HIGH_QUALITY_DISPLAY

The Primal Scribe |

acters, Péroddr as a ‘Runemaster’ and Ari borgilsson as a priest, refer to the Runic and
Christian-Latin writing culture, respectively. This duplication, which is created by the
naming of an old and a new writing system and by the correspondingly functionalised
figures in the text, elevates this scriptogenesis to a self-chosen one. The creation of a new
writing system is not staged here in the form of an initial setting, which starts out from
a singular character and is self-determined, but rather arises in the negotiation of two
characters who functionally belong to the new and old writing systems in the text. The
scriptogenesis is thus presented here almost as a quasi-democratic, reason-based process,
similar to the one we know in Old Norse-Icelandic literature from stories about the
Christianisation of Iceland.”

Yet this first scriptogenesis, which is defined by two writing systems and two figures
representing these systems, has already been rejected, or perhaps re-modulated, in
Codex Wormianus on the following folio, 42v,” in the prologue to the first Grammatical
Treatise. A very traditional explanation for this disjunction might rest on an assumption
that the texts would come from different centuries,” although there is no material
evidence of this in the form of manuscripts, since the Codex Wormianus is the oldest
known manuscript that hands down the four Grammatical Treatises in the form in which
we have them. The problem with such argumentations is that they at times do not take
into account either the cultural-historical context or the material context of the texts’
transmission. Thus, the Grammatical Treatises are analysed in a detached way by means
of editions that exclude the fact that these treatises are incorporated into the Prose Edda.
Such changes and adaptations to new narrative contexts are not uncommon, however,
especially in the context of the Prose Edda, and are explicitly part of the storytelling of
beginnings and initial settings and their narratological functionalisation in Prose Edda.”
The preface to the first Grammatical Treatise as transmitted in Codex Wormianus on fol. 42v
reads as follows:

[ flestum londum setja menn 4 beekr annat tveggja pann frédleik, er par innanlands hefir gorzk,
eda pann annan, er minnisamligstr pykkir, pé at annars sta[8ar hafi h]eldr gorzk, eda log sin setja
menn 4 boekr, hver pj6d 4 sina tungu. En af pv{ at tungurnar eru [6]likar hver annarri, peer pegar
er 6r einni ok inni somu tungu hafa gengizk eda greinzk, pé parf élika stafi { at hafa, en eigi ina
somu alla { pllum, sem eigi rita grikkir latinustofum girzkuna ok eigi latinumenn girzkum stofum

25 The myth of a quasi-democratic conversion of Icelanders to Christianity around the year 1000 is
also one of the central themes of Islendingabék. For a radically source-critical analysis of this myth,
see Gustafsson 2011.

26 For a digitised version of the respective folio, see: https://myndir.handrit.is/file/Handrit.is/
AM%20242%20fol./84/HIGH_QUALITY_DISPLAY (last accessed 1 March 2021).

27  See, for example, Males 2016.

28  For a discussion of such initial repetitions and transformations in the mythographic part of Prose
Edda, see R&sli 2015, pp. 75-95.
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l4tinu, né enn heldr ebreskir menn ebreskuna hvar ki girzkum stofum né latinu, heldr ritr sinum
stofum hver pjéd sina tungu.

Hveriga tungu er madr skal rita annarar tungu stofum, pa verdr sumra stafa vant, af pvi at eigi
finnsk pat hljéd { tungunni, sem stafirnir hafa, peir er af ganga. En pé rita enskir menn ensku na
latinustofum, ollum peim er réttraedir verda { enskunni, en par er peir vinnask eigi til, b hafa peir
vid adra stafi, svd marga ok pesskonar sem parf, en hina taka peir 6r, er eigi eru réttraedir { mali
peira.

Nd eptir peira deemum, alls vér erum einnar tungu, pé at gorzk hafi mjok onnur tveggja eda nokkut
bédar, til pess at hoegra verdi at rita ok lesa, sem nu tidisk ok 4 pessu landi, baedi log ok attvisi eda
pydingar helgar, eda své pau in spakligu freedi, er Ari pérgilsson hefir 4 beekr sett af skynsamligu
viti, pa hefi ek ok ritit oss {slendingum stafréf, baedi latinustofum ollum peim er mér pétti gegna
til vérs mals vel, sv4 at rétt reedir meetti verda, ok peim ¢odrum, er mér pétti { purfa at vera, en ér
véru teknir peir, er eigi gegna atkvaedum varrar tungu. Or eru teknir samhljédendr nokkurir ér
latinustaf rofi, en nokkurir { gorvir. Raddarstafir e[ru] engir or teknir, en { gorvir mjok margir, pvi
at vér tunga hefir flesta alla hljéds eda raddar.”

In most countries men chronicle in books the great events that have come to pass within their
country, or whatever seems most memorable from abroad, or they write their laws, each nation in
its own tongue. But as languages are all unlike, ever since they parted and branched off from one
and the same language, it is now needful to use different letters in writing them, and not the same
for all, just as the Greeks do not write Greek with Latin letters, and the Latin writers do not write
Latin with Greek letters, while the Hebrews do not write Hebrew with either Greek or Latin letters,
but each nation writes its language with letters of its own.

Now when a man has to write one language with the letters of another, certain letters will be
lacking because the sounds of the missing letters do not exist in the other tongue. Yet Englishmen
write English with Latin letters, as many as can be rightly pronounced in English, but when these
no longer suffice, they add other letters, as many and of such a nature as they need, rejecting those
that cannot be rightly pronounced in their language.

Now to follow their example, since we are of one tongue with them, even though one of our lan-
guages has been greatly changed or both of them somewhat, I have composed an alphabet for us
Icelanders as well, in order that it might be made easier to write and read, as is now customary
in this country as well, the laws, the genealogies, the sacred writings, and also that historical lore
which Ari Thorgilsson has recorded in his books with such understanding wit. I have used all the
Latin letters that seemed to fit our language well and could retain their proper sound, as well as
some other letters that seemed needful to me, while those were put aside that did not suit the
sounds of our language. Some of the consonants of the Latin alphabet were rejected, and some
new ones added. No vowels were rejected, but a good many were added, since our language has
the greatest number of vowel sounds.”

In this second example from the text, it becomes apparent that writing is understood
by the narrator from the very beginning as a means of storing memory (in the sense of
past stories or history) or of consolidating conventions (laws), and that the medium in

29 Haugen 1950, pp. 12f.
30 Haugen 1950, pp. 12f.
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which this is recorded in writing is the book. Writing is understood as a semiotic system,
which is different in terms of language and culture. Using the example of English, which
is understood as being part of the same language family as Old Norse-Icelandic, the nar-
rator shows that in Latin, which served as a model for the new English writing system,
not all letters are suitable for converting the English language, in the sense of a spoken
language, into a written form; however, where those characters in English that do not
correspond to Latinate forms come from goes unmentioned. According to the narrator,
he has applied this process to Icelandic to make it easier to write and read.”* Hence,
Icelandic is seen not only as a language in its own right, but also, in the sense of Ice-
landic writing, as having been developed by a unique scriptogenitor, which the narrator
presents as themselves. Yet the implementation of writing as a semiotic system for
preserving memories in Icelandic, on which the narrator’s voice prides itself, seems
already to be a thing of the past. This assumption is supported by the various types of
texts that have been written in Iceland since then and by the statement that it has been
common practice to read and write since then. As the only author-figure mentioned
for Icelandic texts, Ari Porgilsson is again mentioned, but in the prologue to the first
Grammatical Treatise his function seems limited to being an outstanding user of the Ice-
landic writing developed by the narrative voice and not having any part in its creation.
Although this is followed by a discussion of those consonants and vowels from the Latin
alphabet that could be used in the development of an Icelandic writing system,” the
origin of the additional characters used by the narrative voice during the scriptogenesis
is not mentioned here either.

In contrast to the first, this second scriptogenesis is both more impersonal, as the
first-person narrator cannot be linked to a name, and less transparent; whilst more
information is provided from a linguistic point of view, the actual creation seems to
remain obscure. This should not be understood as stemming from a lack of information,
however, but rather from the transition to a narrative with a completely different func-
tion. While the foreword to the four Grammatical Treatises adopts the Christian frame of
understanding, which is also given to the Prose Edda in which the Treatises are embedded,
and in doing so stages the first scriptogenesis as a union between the pre-Christian and
Christian cultures, the second scriptogenesis argues from a linguistic perspective and is

31 For a comprehensive discussion of the subject of reading and writing in Old Norse-Icelandic, see
Miiller 2020.

32 In the further course of the Grammatical Treatises in the Codex Wormianus, in particular in the sec-
ond Grammatical Treatise, the orality of the Old Norse-Icelandic (written) language, especially the
tonal quality of the sounds to be represented by the graphemes, is intensively discussed. Yet this
discussion of course also takes place solely in the scriptographic medium of writing, even if sche-
matic representations help to symbolise the phonetic qualities of letters. For an analysis of the
representability of sound in writing and in the diagrammatic illustrations used in the second Gram-
matical Treatise, see Schneeberger 2017, pp. 73-77; Gropper 2017, pp. 78-83.
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in itself already embedded in a scholarly discourse on writing, which does not need to
be explained further as it is already part of an established book culture. Ari himself is
transformed from being a partial scriptogenitor to being only an author mentioned by
name, yet his function as an outstanding writer remains constant. The unmarked second
scriptogenesis is thus also shifted into a past which, although factually limited in terms of
cultural history, seems to have shifted into mythical indeterminacy within the diegesis.

Overall, it can be said for these two scriptogeneses that, like all founding narratives,
they could be told only after the actual act of creation. The cultural-historical change
from an oral to a written culture narrated in a scriptogenesis is thus always afflicted
with the paradox that this transition takes place, and can only take place, in the newly
created medium of writing. Yet the fact that this cultural-historical transition is pre-
sented in the scriptogenesis as such not only in a linguistic sense, but also with regard
to the resulting transition from oral narrative or communicative memory to a written
narrative or cultural memory, is used in relation to the depiction of the primal scribe
and his first texts, as will be discussed in the following.

4. The Connection Between Oral Culture and Book Culture

On the basis of the scriptogeneses discussed above, it has been shown that the figure
of Ari Porgilsson in the Codex Wormianus is invoked both as a partial scriptogenitor,
to be associated with the transition from an oral to a written culture in the sense
of a newly created semiotic system, and as an outstanding user of this new written
culture. By combining the specific and singular mention of Ari borgilsson as a named
scribe of historical lore and his preceding functionalisation as scriptogenitor, Ari is
staged as a kind of primal scribe within Old Norse-Icelandic literary history. Not only
does Ari, as depicted in Codex Wormianus, function on the one hand as a link between
history / stories and textuality and as a link between orality and literacy on the other,
he also assumes this function of mediator in Islendingabdk. Here, he is prominently
presented as an author-figure, who as part of the narrative stages the transition
from communicative to cultural memory in a text that is strongly formalised as a
written book. It must again be pointed out, however, that this narrative and the
scriptographic layout of the text, which is today called Islendingabdk, has only been
handed down to us in manuscripts from the middle of the 17*" century onwards.
An artefact-related, new-philological argumentation about Islendingabék can there-
fore be based only on the manuscripts from the middle of the 17* century and
can make assertions only about them.” The two oldest manuscripts AM 113 a fol.
and AM 113 b fol. were both written by Jén Erlendsson, the first of the two manu-

33 For arelevant argument and discussion of Islendingabdk, see R&sli 2021.
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scripts being dated to 1651 in the explicit written in Jén’s hand and signed by him-
self.’* It is quite interesting that this text - which has been handed down to us only
from the 17t century, along with the author-figure established in the diegesis of
the narrative with it - is today regarded as an original medieval historical narrative
written by an actual author named Ari borgilsson.”

The intradiegetic reference to a functionally fixed text in the form of a book is
already established in the introductory sentence of I[slendingabdk: “[J](lendinga boc
gorpa ec fyr(t by-fcopom gorum porlaki oc katli”** (‘The Book of Icelanders I wrote first
for our bishops borldkr and Ketill’). Since the narrative itself mentions and stages a text
that was once written by an author-figure who is marked as the first-person narrator
and which is intradiegetically called Islendingabdk, the text that is present in manu-
scripts today must be read as a memory of this alleged text. The first-person narra-
tor, who appears here in the first sentence as the text-producing protagonist, reveals
himself by name at the end of the narrative: “enn ec heiter are” (‘and I am called Ari’).
By equating the first-person narrator with the text-creating instance, Ari bPorgilsson is
established intradiegetically as a narratorial author-figure.

Seemingly just as important, however, is the fact that this intradiegetically men-
tioned text is clearly marked out as a book (“[J]{lendinga boc”). The rest of the nar-
rative also refers several times to a text staged and fixed as a book, although it refers
certainly not to the book mentioned in the first sentence, but rather to the present
narrative, e.g. when a table of contents is preceded by a Latin heading that describes
the text as a codex: “IN hoc codice continentur capitvla™® (‘In this codex are these
chapters’). On folio 1v there is another book-medial statement, which is scriptograph-
ically set as a heading: “Incipit Libellus J{landorum”* (‘Here begins the booklet of
Icelanders’). The end of the staging of the text as a book, which does not coincide
with the end of the narrative, later postulates itself as follows: “Her lyxc sia boc”*

34  For a digitised version of the respective manuscripts, see: AM 113 a fol.: https://handrit.is/is/
manuscript/imaging/is/AM02-0113a#page/Fremra+spjald+(r)+(1+af+26)/mode/2up. AM 113 b fol.:
https://handrit.is/en/manuscript/imaging/is/AM02-0113b#page/Front+(r)+(1+of+39)/mode/
2up. Explicit in AM 113 a fol., 7v: https://myndir.handrit.is/file/Handrit.is/ AM%20113%20a%20
fol/17/HIGH_QUALITY_DISPLAY (last accessed 1 March 2021).

35  Since almost every handbook or encyclopedia on Old Norse-Icelandic literature has so far eval-
uated Ari Porgilsson and Islendingabdk in this way, a comprehensive collection of all these texts
would go too far. As a brief example of this historicising and biographical view, see Jakob Bene-
diktsson 1993.

36 AM 113 b fol,, f. 1r. Quotes from Islendingabék follow the diplomatic transcription (version 1.0.4,
15 March 2016) of AM 113 b fol. as edited by Matteo Tarsi for the Medieval Nordic Text Archive.

37 AM 113 b fol, f. 10v.

38 AM113bfol, f. 1r.

39 AM113bfol,f. 1v.

40 AM113bfol, f. 9v.
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(‘Here ends this book’). Although these self-referential designations of the narrative
with regard to the text as a book, booklet, or codex are semantically not stringently
chosen, it can be suggested that the narrative wants to be understood in the medially
consolidated appearance of a written, book-like text. The scriptographic layout, with a
clearly separated table of contents and two marked appendices, also indicates that an
attempt is made here to give the narrative a strongly fixed, textual, and thus already
well-established book-cultural appearance. Furthermore, the beginning of the text is
made recognisable as a prologue at the narrative level. This is achieved in particular
through the use of the literary topos of modesty by the first-person narrator,” which
is very common in medieval prologues. This topos of modesty obviously makes the
opposite claim, in the sense of a litotes, to elevate the author-figure, or the first-person
narrator, to an auctor authority whose statement is binding. In summary, Islendingabdk
can therefore be recognised as a high literary product through its scriptographical
layout and narrative.”

At first glance, this strongly book-cultural narrative staging of the author-figure
and the equivalent first-person narrator in Islendingabdk is contrasted with a decidedly
oral discourse on the origin of remembered past. At several points in the text, the nar-
rator reports that his knowledge of the past comes from different people. In particular,
he refers to Teitr Isleifsson, borkell Gellisson, and Pur{dr Snorradéttir as guarantors of
the statements about the past that he describes in Islendingabdk,” e.g. when he classifies
the settlement of Iceland in terms of chronological order:

[Jlfland bycpilc fyr(t vr Norvegi a dogom Harallz en( Harfagra Halfdan-ar fonar en( Svarta fyr pan
tip at etlon oc tolo peira Teitz foltra mins pes manz er ec kunna spacaltan (onar J(leifs byfcops.
oc porkell farpor bropror mins Gellil fonar er langt munpi fram oc poripar Snorra dottor Gopa el
bebi val marg [poc oc olivgfrop el Jvar ragnar( [onr Lopbrokar let drepa eadmund e~ Helga Engla
conung En pat val dccc.1xx. epter burp Criltz at pvi el ritip el i [o'go hanz[.]*

Iceland was first settled from Norway in the days of Haraldr the Fine-Haired, son of Halfdan the
Black, at the time - according to the estimate and reckoning of my foster-father Teitr, the man 1
know as the wisest, son of Bishop [sleifr, and of my father’s brother borkell Gellisson, who remem-
bered a long way back, and of béridr, daughter of Snorri godi, who was both wise in many things
and reliably informed - when Ivarr, son of Ragnarr lodbrdk, had Edmund the Holy, King of the
Angles, killed. And that was 870 years after the birth of Christ, as it is written in his saga.

41 AM 113 bfol,, f. 1r: “En hvatki e[ e[ i fropom pesom pa er cyllt at hava pat helldur er (an-ara reynilc”
(‘But whatever is wrongly stated in these records, it is the duty to give preference to what proves
to be more accurate’).

42 See also Hermann 2005.

43 See Islendingabdk ‘chapters’ I, 11, VII, VIII, and IX for statements on the oral transmitted memory in
relation to Teitr Isleifsson, I and VI for borkell Gellisson, and I for bur{dr Snorraddttir.

44 AM 113 b fol, f. 1v.
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Thus, two reference points are given here to date the settlement of Iceland: on the
one hand the reign of Haraldr the Fine-Haired, and on the other hand the death of
Saint Edmund. For the first reference point, the narrator refers to the oral memory of
the three guarantors mentioned, while for the second reference point, he refers to a
saga, which, in the context of Old Norse-Icelandic literature, most probably refers to
a written narrative.” As already discussed on the basis of Codex Wormianus, the writ-
ten-literary staging of a transition from oral mediation of memory to solidified cultural
memory in the text is thus also evident here. The author-figure, who is equated with
the narrator, identifies parts of the foundations of his alleged historical narrative as
oral tradition. Through the positive markings that he affixes to his sources, it seems
as if he has made a certain selection of sources according to objective criteria. This
supposed objectivity, however, exists only within the diegesis in which the sources are
presented, as the staging within the narrative of a transition from a communicative
to a cultural memory calls this objectivity into question and introduces a subjective,
fictionalised framework. The oral transmission of memory is presented as the hitherto
existing norm, which is now reproduced in writing and put into a fixed form by the
author-figure. The integration of the oral transmission of the past into the narrative
not only literalises, but fictionalises it, so to speak. Just as the transition from a spoken
language to the written language as scriptogenesis marked a retrospective beginning of
the new culture of writing, here an intradiegetic collector of oral memory who then
wrote down what he collected as the author-figure of the narrative is retrospectively
declared the primal scribe.

It therefore seems to be important, especially for the creation of a literary-historical
starting point, not to argue in a completely detached manner from the prescriptive
memory performance if one wants to create a quasi-historical transition from commu-
nicative to cultural memory, which takes place at the outset of any literary culture and
with any first instance of authorship. The production of the credibility of historically
intangible oral sources, however, succeeds in a literary context only through intertex-
tual references, yet such references only become possible when a literary network of
different texts exists." Assuming that Islendingabdk is really the first text in a Scandina-
vian language, this intertextual verification cannot possibly work. I will therefore look
in the following at some examples of how Ari borgilsson was ‘made’ the original author
of various texts in the Middle Ages, as well as in the early modern period.

45  For the strategies of historicisation used in Islendingabdk, see also Hermann 2005; Hermann 2007.
46  This may also be one of the reasons why Islendingabdk only appeared in the form we know today in
the middle of the 17 century.
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5. The Origin of the Primal Scribe

As demonstrated above, I[slendingabdk stages Ari Porgilsson as an author-figure who
transferred the previous oral tradition of a remembered past into a text, thus trans-
forming it into a quasi-publicly accessible collective memory. Yet in order for Ari to
take on the real figure of the primal scribe, as was argued previously, there must be
a network of literary texts in which he is associated with several primal scenes about
literature. The mention of Ari in connection with the scriptogenesis in the foreword to
the four Grammatical Treatises is of course an intertextual reference that makes him an
ideal figure to serve as the original author for Old Norse-Icelandic literary history; and,
as has been shown above, the substitution of Ari by an unknown scriptogenitor in the
preface to the first Grammatical Treatise does not make him less likely to be connected
to the birth of writing in Iceland, since he is functionalised in that text as an exemplary
reference for the use of the newly developed written language. It is interesting to note,
however, that not a single textual passage from the Middle Ages has been preserved that
would bring Ari Porgilsson and Islendingabdk into a direct connection with each other;
this connection is made only in the aforementioned manuscripts from the middle of the
17% century. Although there are intertextual allusions to Ari’s writing of historical lore,
there is not a single title-related mention of a text that could be associated with him.*”

Nevertheless, there are several intertextual references that mention Ari. In the
process of writing a past, he is often used as a cipher to mark the narrative as being
highly credible or as confirmed in the sense of a cultural memory to be generated. One
such reference is a rubricated incipit on folio 1v in Frissbék (AM 45 fol.), dated to the
first quarter of the 14" century, which mentions Ari prestr inn frédi. The beginning of
the incipit reads: “Her hefr vpp kon[vn]ga bok / ept[ir] savgn ara prestz froda [...].”*
(‘Here begins the Book of Kings, according to the account of Prester Ari the Wise’). This
rubric is interesting in several respects - for one thing, because Ari is directly connected
with an account or a story in a medieval manuscript, which is here presented to some
extent as a fixed narrative, in the sense of the term “kon[vn]ga bok” (‘Book of Kings’)
mentioned in the rubric. AM 45 fol. thus not only conveys the medial character of the
narrative contained in the book, but also gives it a name. It remains unclear, however,
how the mediation of the narratives contained in this ‘Book of Kings’ is related to Ari.

47 Todate, the only textual passage from a medieval manuscript known to me that mentions Islendinga-
bék is found in Olaf saga Tryggvasonar en mesta (Holm. Perg. 18 4to, fol. 45v), which is dated to the
first quarter of the 14" century; however, Ari is not mentioned in this passage. For a digitised
version of the manuscript and the respective folio, see: https://image.landsbokasafn.is/source/
Holm_Perg_18_4to/Holm._Perg._18_4to,_0045v_-_91-hq.pdf (last accessed 1 March 2021).

48 For a digitised version of the manuscript and the respective folio, see:
https://myndir.handrit.is/file/Handrit.is/ AM%2045%20fol./2/HIGH_QUALITY_DISPLAY (last ac-
cessed 1 March 2021).
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A direct authorship in the sense of an autograph has to be excluded for chronological
reasons, but here at least the impression should be that Ari had a share in the compila-
tion of these stories, as they are now written in the ‘Book of Kings’. In this context, it is
also interesting to note that the narrative following the rubric is not known today as the
“kon[vn]ga bok”, but as the “Heimskringla”. The name Heimskringla (‘The Disc / Orb of
the World’) is based on the first two words of the continuous text, which follow directly
after the rubric on folio 1v in AM 45 fol.: “KRINGLA heimsins”. During the transmission
of Heimskringla, however, not only this change of name took place, but also a change of
attribution in terms of the connection of the narrative with a personified authorship
or an authoritative involvement in the narrative. While in AM 45 fol. Ari is functional-
ised at least as a mediating authority for the “Book of Kings”, today Snorri Sturluson is
considered to be the author of Heimskringla.*” What we call Heimskringla today is thus a
perfect example of how permeable medieval authorship seems to be to Old Norse-
Icelandic literary historiography.

The prologue in AM 45 fol., which can be found on folio 1r,”° deals with Ari in great
detail,” so that only a few passages on his function as the original writer can be con-
sidered here:

Ari prestr inn frédi borgilsson Gellissonar ritadi fyrstr manna hér 4 landi at norrcenu méli froedi
baedi forna ok nyja; ritadi hann mest { upphafi sinnar békar frd Islandz byggd ok lagasetning, sidan
fra logsogumonnum, hversu lengi hverr hafdi sagt, ok hafdi pat dratal fyrst til pess, er kristni
kom 4 [sland, en sidan alt til sinna daga; hann ték par ok vid morg onnur deemi baedi konungazefi
{ Néregi ok Danmork ok své { Englandi, eda enn stértidendi, er gorzk hofdu hér { landi, ok pykki
mér hans sogn oll merkiligust; var hann forvitri ok svd gamall, at hann var foeddr neesta vetr eptir
fall Haraldz Sigurdarsonar. Hann ritadi, sem hann sjélfr segir, sfi Néregs-konunga eptir sogu 0ddz
Kolssonar, Hallzsonar af Sidu, en Oddr nam at borgeiri afradskoll, peim manni, er vitr var ok svéd
gamall, at hann bjé pé { Nidarnesi, er Hdkon jarl inn riki var drepinn.”

The priest Ari inn frédi (the Learned), son of borgils, son of Gellir, was the first person in this
country to write down history, both ancient and recent, in the Norse language. He wrote in the
beginning of his book mostly about the settlement of Iceland and the establishment of the laws,
then about the law-speakers, how long each had served, and he used that reckoning of years first

49  On the subject of the authorship of Heimskringla and (rather implicitly) on how Snorri Sturluson
was subsequently made the author of this narrative so important for Norway’s cultural memory,
see for example Snorri Sturluson: Heimskringla 2016, pp. VII-XIII.
For a more critical evaluation of the alleged authorship of Snorri Sturluson, see Boulhosa 2005,
pp. 5-42.

50 https://myndir.handrit.is/file/Handrit.is/AM%2045%20fol./1/HIGH_QUALITY_DISPLAY (last ac-
cessed 1 March 2021).

51 For the edited Old Norse text, see Snorri Sturluson: Heimskringla 1911, pp. 2f. For an English trans-
lation, see Snorri Sturluson: Heimskringla 2016, pp. 4f.

52 Snorri Sturluson: Heimskringla 1911, p. 2.
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to the point when Christianity came to Iceland, and then all the way down to his own time. He also
included much other material, both the lives of kings in Norway and Denmark and also in England,
and further the important events that had taken place in this country, and all his account seems to
me most noteworthy. He was very wise, and so old that he was born in the year after the death of
King Haraldr Sigurdarson. He wrote, as he himself says, lives of kings of Norway according to the
account of 0ddr son of Kolr, son of Hallr on Sida, and Oddr learned them from borgeirr afradskollr
(Payment-Chap), a wise man and so aged that he was living in Nidarnes when Jarl Hkon inn riki
was killed. (tr. by Finlay / Faulkes 2016)*

That passage thus not only states that Ari was the first to write in the Old Norse lan-
guage “in this country”, that is to say Iceland, but also indicates the approximate
content of the texts he wrote. That especially the first mentioned book is said to begin
with the settlement of Iceland of course makes it tempting to interpret it as a refer-
ence to Islendingabdk, as some present-day scholars have™ - even if not a single piece
of material or textual evidence from the Middle Ages can be found to support this
assumption, which is thus unanimously based on a similarity of content with the pre-
viously discussed manuscripts from the middle of the 17% century. The thematic range
that Ari is attributed here for his (non-existent) texts, the historical depth that he is
said to have dealt with in the texts, and, again, the reference to his oral sources stage
him as an exceptional phenomenon within early Old Norse-Icelandic literary produc-
tion; this impression is further supported by the wisdom and wealth of knowledge
attributed to him.

It is here that the above-mentioned intertextual network of allegedly existing texts
emerges, which frames Ari as an active literary figure who decisively influenced the
transition from communicative to cultural memory. This retrospective attribution thus
refers to a historical literary past, which at the same time is generated performatively
in the text. The character of Ari is therefore established as the starting point of this
cultural memory, as well as a model of truth, an idea that is to be consolidated by the
cultural memory generated in the given texts or in the intertextual network staged by
references to these alleged texts. Because of these intertextual references, the result-
ing canonisation of this literature and of Ari as its primal scribe no longer requires an
extratextual point of reference, since new nodes within the intertextual network are
constantly being created during the transmission and literary or scholarly discursifica-
tion of these texts being mentioned in narratives.

A further description of Ari as the primal scribe can be found in the epilogue to
the so-called Hauksbdk redaction of Landndmabdk; however, the actual Landndmabdk
part of the medieval Hauksbdk, AM 371 4to,” which was written at the beginning of the

53  Snorri Sturluson: Heimskringla 2016, p. 4.
54  Snorri Sturluson: Heimskringla 2016, p. 4, n. 1.
55 Landndmabdk 1974, pp. 155-184.
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14t century, is highly fragmented today and does not itself provide the epilogue with
the reference to Ari:

Nt er yfir farit um landndmu pau, er verit hafa 4 Islandi, eptir pvi sem fré8ir menn hafa skrifat,
fyrst Ari prestr hinn frédi Porgilsson ok Kolskeggr hinn vitri. En pessa bdk ritada [ek], Haukr

Erlendsson, eptir peiri bk, sem ritat haféi herra Sturla lpgmadr, hinn frédasti madr, ok eptir bék

annarri, er ritat hafdi Styrmir hinn frédi [...]. *°

Now the account of the settlements of Iceland is completed, according to what wise men have
written, the first one of these being Priest Ari Thorgilsson the Learned, and Kolskegg the Wise.
But I, Haukr Erlendsson, wrote this book, following the one written by Sturla the Lawman, a most
learned man, and also that other book, written by Stymir the Learned [...]. (tr. by Hermann Pélsson
2006)”

This reference to Ari as co-author of an earlier version of Landndmabdk is among others
mentioned in the manuscript AM 105 fol.,*® which is thought to be a copy of Hauksbdk,
made at a time in the 17 century when the relevant folios of the Hauksbék were still
present and legible. It is interesting to note that the scribe of AM 105 fol. was none other
than Jén Erlendsson, the same scribe from the middle of the 17* century who is also
responsible for the first two manuscripts of [slendingabdk. What is remarkable here is that
once again a literary chronology is staged in which Ari, here together with Kolskeggr,
seems to be placed at the beginning, taking on the function of the primal scribe. The
narrative voice assigned to Haukr Erlendsson not only describes these first two authors
as learned and wise, which is intended to reaffirm the truth of this constructed past in
the sense of a cultural memory, but also, in the sense of the author-figure, integrates the
present narrative into the transmission history of the Landndmabdk narrative when it
reveals the intertextual references of its own version. Once again, in the transmission of
the text through a 17* century manuscript, an intertextual network is created in which
Ari is placed at the beginning of a narrative belonging to the founding narratives of the
Icelandic nation, and thus to one of the main pillars of Iceland’s cultural memory.

6. Conclusion

This chapter discussed how Ari Porgilsson, of whom not a single autograph has survived,
came to be seen as the primal scribe of Old Norse-Icelandic literary history. However,
no material evidence is required for the function of the primal scribe within the Old

56 [slendingabdk, Landnamabdk 1968, p. 395 and p. 397.

57 The book of settlements: Landndmabdk, p. 4.

58 For a digitised version of the epilogue in AM 105 fol. on f. 82r, see https://myndir.handrit.is/file/
Handrit.is/AM%20105%20fol/200/HIGH_QUALITY_DISPLAY (last accessed 1 March 2021).
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Norse-Icelandic literary culture, since such an initial setting always has a mythological
impetus, as could be shown by several examples. In Ari’s case, this function is reinforced
not only by his being credited with a share in the scriptogenesis of Old Norse-Icelandic
writing, but also by the fact that the two quasi-historical main narratives of the founda-
tion of Icelandic society are attributed to him in whole or in part. Furthermore, in one
of the two narratives, [slendingabdk, Ari is staged as an author-figure who is supposed to
have been responsible for a highly literary and scriptographically formalised text, as it
were, and who at the same time describes in this narrative the transition from an oral to
a literary society. This intradiegetic staging serves to describe a transition from a com-
municative to a cultural memory on a literary-fictional level, although the existence of
the text as the basis of a literary-historical discourse already anticipates the inscription
of a constructed past in the sense of cultural memory. Instead of extratextual evidence,
the position of Ari as primal scribe is created via a network of intertextual references;
likewise, Ari’s status as an original author is also created through this network, which
updates its authorship through repetition and thereby confirms it as part of cultural
memory. These are all clear signs of an aspiring canonisation, which attempts to frame
the text and the author-figure established in its narrative as the formative and norma-
tive basis of culture,” and thus ultimately as the starting point of a culture of inter-
pretation.®® Ari therefore becomes a figure of memory to which mnemonic energy can
be attached in order to shape the cultural memory of the Old Norse-Icelandic literary
history.®" Ultimately, the question cannot even be whether Ari borgilsson really was the
primal scribe of Old Norse-Icelandic literature, since every founding narrative’s begin-
ning can only be made out in retrospect, thus creating in hindsight a past that is worth
recording as a cultural memory.
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The ‘Heteronomous Authorship’ of Icelandic Saga Literature
The Example of Sneglu-Halla pdttr

Abstract

Despite the fact that all Icelandic family sagas are anonymous and, in most cases, preserved in more
than one version, the idea of tracing each saga to a specific author is still strong in contemporary
scholarship. The author is thought to be necessary as a reference point for the interpretation of a text
within a certain historical context, as well as the creative agency behind the text as a literary artwork.
The sagas’ anonymity is thus considered to be a deficit of the corpus, since from our modern per-
spective it is difficult to regard a text without an identified author as a truly literary artwork. Tracing
texts back to a specific historical person could remove the blemish of anonymity and allow us to use
extratextual information for interpretation, but this process works against the qualities of mouvance
and variance that are characteristic of the sagas’ long process of transmission and dissemination. This
chapter will first present various approaches to medieval authorship, before discussing the related
concepts of ‘weak’ and ‘heteronomous authorship’ and the rhizomatic character of medieval literature.
Sneglu-Halla pdttr will serve as a representative product of heteronomous authorship; it will be shown
that the application of these concepts to that text neither results in a neglection of its aesthetics nor in
the disintegration of its ‘identity’ as a literary work. It is the objective of this chapter to demonstrate
that anonymity and an idea of heteronomous authorship are generic features of the Icelandic sagas.’

Keywords

Weak Authorship, Saga Literature, Skaldic Poetry, Rhizome, Immanent Saga, Prosimetrum, Old Norse
Literature

1. Authorship in Icelandic Family Sagas

Compared to other medieval European literatures, the medieval Icelandic sagas may
appear suspicious to modern scholars in terms of their artistic value, given that they
are all anonymous works. There are only a few names of people from the Icelandic
Middle Ages who are known to be authors of texts, most of them historians; this is the
case with, for instance, Ari Porgilsson inn frédi, the presumed author of Islendingabdk,
who is mentioned as an author of learned material in the First Grammatical Treatise,
dated to the 12t century and preserved in the Codex Wormianus from the middle of the

1 TIwant to thank Alexander Wilson for the critical lecture of this article and his most valuable com-
ments.

8 Open Access. © 2021 Stefanie Gropper, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed
under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110725339-004
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14" century.” The most famous medieval Icelandic author, however, was Snorri Sturlu-
son (1179-1241), a politician, historian, poet, and above all a fascinating, rather dazzling
person. He is considered to be responsible for the version of Olafs saga helga, the saga
about the Norwegian king St. Olaft, preserved in Heimskringla, the large compilation of
kings’ sagas, and for the Prose Edda, also called Snorra Edda.’ Other members of Snor-
ri’s family are also known as authors, most prominently his nephew Sturla bérdarson
(1214-1284) who is credited with having written I[slendinga saga, part of the Sturlunga
saga compilation that is an important source for Snorri’s and Sturla’s family, as well as
for the 13% century in general - the same period considered to be the principal time
in which the Islendingaségur (sagas of Icelanders) were written.’ The 13% century has
long been taken to provide the historical context for most of the [slendingasdgur, with
Sturlunga saga representing a mirror to the reality of the period, in reference to which
the fictional and realistic modes used in the Islendingaségur can be distinguished from
one another.’

In addition to these examples, several scholars have tried to identify certain other
historical individuals as saga authors.® These different attempts seem intended less
to identify the specific aesthetic of a text as the creative production of an individual
artist than to remove the stigma of anonymity, which has been considered a deficit of
the [slendingasdgur in comparison to other medieval European literatures. Identified and
named authors appear to have been thought of as necessary as the moral centres of a
text, as those that can be made responsible for a saga’s ideology, as well as for the con-
texualisation of a saga not only historically, but also regionally. Up to now, the author-
ship of [slendingaségur has been suggested to have been limited to a very small group of
people, most of them related to the family of the Sturlungs; however, this assumption
is contradicted by the fact that the Islendingasdgur are stylistically divergent, and that

2 pau hin spakligu freedi er Ari borgilsson hefir d baekur sett af skynsamlegu viti (‘that sagacious [histor-
ical] lore that Ari borgilsson has recorded in books with such reasonable understanding’; The
First Grammatical Treatise, p. 208 [text] and 209 [translation]. I have normalised the spelling).
For information about the transmission of the text, see pp. 16-19 in the introduction of the
edition.

3 Although in literary histories all these works are generally attributed to Snorri, the evidence for
him being the author is rather thin, because all attributions are made retrospectively, and no
contemporary source mentions him as the author of these works. He is mentioned as the author
of the Prose Edda only in Codex Upsaliensis; the attribution of Heimskringla to Snorri Sturluson is also
based on a late manuscript. See Armann Jakobsson 2005, p. 396.

4 Sturla bérdarson is mentioned in the prologue to Sturlunga saga in Krdksfjardarbék, a vellum manu-
script from the second half of the 14*" century. From this prologue, scholars have concluded that
he was the author of [slendinga saga; see Ulfar Bragason 2005, pp. 429f.

See, for example, Serensen 1992; Vésteinn Olason 1998.
For more recent examples, see Torfi Tulinius 2014; Elin Bdra Magntisdéttir 2015.
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there are only a few indications that multiple sagas were written by the same author.”
We thus have to assume instead a rather large number of different authors, or even
some form of collaborative authorship.

Perhaps we should then wonder whether the anonymity of the I[slendingasdgur is
less an artistic deficit than it is a generic feature. Whilst today we usually relate the
artistic quality of a text to a specific individual who is seen as being responsible for all
the decisions leading up to the finished work of art, this seems not to have been the case
in the Middle Ages.® Instead, supra-individual authorities were seen as more important
in medieval literature than individual authors.” Anonymity is characteristic for texts
belonging to medieval genres with an affinity to oral tradition, such as heroic poetry,
chronicles, homilies, or law texts.' Some authors in Middle High German texts from the
11* and 12 centuries identify themselves, but there are also texts that are attributed
to certain authors only by later scribes. This is also the case for the Icelandic texts, all
of which have been attributed to their presumed authors by later scribes. According to
Ernst Hellgardt, a text with such an external attribution to an author should still be con-
sidered anonymous, because the author’s name is then primarily a paratextual feature,
often replacing the title of the text."" The attribution to authors seems to have become
increasingly important in written, and thus asynchronic, communication, where the
author becomes an abstract feature separated from the text."” This may be comparable
to the situation in Iceland, where anonymous texts were probably read to a listening
audience and were similarly attributed to authors only by later scribes.

Our desire to identify an author for a medieval text seems to be caused not only by
our desire to find a creator whose presence justifies the artistic and aesthetic qualities
we see in the text, but also by our fear of losing the text as a distinct entity and becoming
lost in the variance of its preservation. If we cannot posit an original version created by
a historically identifiable author, how many texts are we then dealing with? One text in
several versions going back to an ‘original’ text, or as many texts as there are versions
or even witnesses? We have learned to distinguish between textverk (‘text-work’) and
textvittne (‘text-witness’).” We have also learned to acknowledge this difference when
it comes to the contextualisation of certain features of content. Yet, we have not yet

7 Jén Karl Helgason et al. 2017. See also the contribution of Sigurdur Ingibergur Bjérnsson / Stein-
grimur P4ll Kdrason / Jén Karl Helgason in this present volume.

8 It may be worth noting that even applying this approach to modern texts is somewhat reductive,
as it also ignores the collaborative elements of modern forms of textual production, e.g. the role
of editors.

9  Jannidis et al. 1999, p. 5.

10 Hellgardt 1998, p. 61.

11 Hellgardt 1998, p. 61.

12 Hellgardt 1998, p. 72.

13 Wendt 2006, p. 257.
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accepted these terms, used mainly in philological analyses, in dealing with the author-
ship of the sagas. It is the thesis of my chapter that we have to consider ‘text-witnesses’
not just as different representations of a ‘text-work’, but as integral parts of it, if we are
to understand the concept of authorship in a literary culture characterised by variance
and mouvance.

2. Alternative Concepts of Authorship

Dealing with saga literature also means dealing with the origin of the sagas, and thus
with the relationship between orality and literacy: “Every critical statement about the
sagas - every statement, that is, beyond the purely descriptive - implies a theory of
origins, whether it is acknowledged or not.”* Even if we regard the sagas as products
of literacy, the sagas themselves constantly remind us of the fact that they have their
roots in oral tradition, at least in some respects; we find remarks about telling stories,
references to tradition and to different versions of tradition, and stories about historical
persons and events that must have been passed from one generation to the other in oral
tradition. The most famous examples of such references to storytelling are, of course,
the famous passages of the wedding at Reykjahdlar® or of a story-wise Icelander telling
astory at the Norwegian court.” Yet remarks about storytelling in the sagas usually call
less attention to themselves, referring in a more general way to some kind of tradition,
as in the constructions ‘sem sagt er’ (‘as it is told’) or ‘sv4 segja menn’ (‘men tell this’).
Although most of these references must be considered to be literary conventions,”
and although the verb ‘segja’ can refer to written text as well as to oral tradition,* oral
communication itself seems to be an omnipresent feature in the sagas, which are not
only famous for their scenic presentation and copious use of direct speech, but which
also feature characters constantly involved in debates and in the sending and receiving
of messages, with public opinion being an important factor in the plots.

Whatever our specific interests may be, as literary scholars we cannot avoid taking
a stand about the sagas’ relationship to oral tradition: “There is [...] no way around the

14 Clover 1986, p. 37.

15 According to Porgils saga ok Haflida, one of the sagas belonging to the Sturlunga saga compilation,
different stories were told at a wedding at Reykjahdlar in 1119.

16  Islendings pdttr sogufréda (‘The Tale of the Story-Wise Icelander’) is a very short pdttr about a young
Icelandic storyteller at the court of the Norwegian king Haraldr Sigurdarson; it is preserved in
Morkinskinna, vol. 1, pp. 235-237.

17 Serensen 1992, p. 54. Serensen especially emphasises the extended scholarly debate about the
more than one hundred references to tradition in Reykdela saga, which had not yet ended when
Serensen’s book was published. See also Andersson 2006, passim; and Andersson 2012, passim.

18 Cleasby / Vigfusson 1874, pp. 518f.
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need to discuss and adopt a position of origins of medieval texts like the Icelandic sagas,
since the position we adopt on origins will influence all our attempts to interpret the
texts. All research is led in light of a theory of origins, if only the choice of subjects that
the researcher chooses to deal with.”” Although Gisli Sigurdsson is here referring to the
decision as to whether we consider a text as having originated in oral tradition or as a
written artefact, his words also apply to one’s position on authorship. Our interpreta-
tion of a text depends on whether we think of a text as being the product of autonomous
authorship, i.e. an artefact written by one person who produced the ‘original’ from
which all later manuscripts are derived, or whether we consider it to be the product of
adifferent, and (for us) maybe even outlandish, form of authorship, a text spreading out
across time and space according to its own rules, with different agencies participating
in its production and transmission and without a clear hierarchy between its text-
witnesses. Our perspective on authorship will thus influence all aspects of our evalu-
ation of a text and its representatives; if we adopt the notion that a ‘good’ text is one that
hews closest to a supposed original version, for instance, we are committed to regarding
its later text-witnesses as being only of secondary value.

3. Distributed Authorship

When we look for alternative concepts of authorship in the Islendingasdgur, we have to
keep in mind that their anonymous, non-linear, and scattered transmission is character-
istically reflective of medieval concepts of authorship. Even long after the invention of
printing, authorship “was often a collaborative and collective, rather than solitary and indi-
vidualistic, activity.””® Although Christine Haynes here seems to see such collaborative
authorship mainly as a synchronic phenomenon occuring at the point of a singular text’s
initial production, with the author as an ‘intertextual construction’, as a ‘product of dis-
courses’,” or as a collaboration between playwright, companies, printers, and audience,”
it may be useful to extend the idea of collaborative or collective authorship diachronically
to include the rewriting, continuation, abbreviation, expansion, and embedding of texts.

A few years ago, Slavica Rankovi¢ introduced the concept of the ‘distributed
author’.” Originally, the terms ‘distributed authorship’ and ‘distributed narratives’ were
applied to ‘stories across networks’, to stories ‘that aren’t self-contained’ and that are
‘told by several different narrators’.” As Rankovi¢ has shown through the examples of

19  Gisli Sigurdsson 2004, p. 34.

20 Haynes 2005, p. 310, emphasis added.

21 This idea as well as the terminology is based on Haynes 2005, p. 290.
22 Haynes 2005, p. 298.

23 Rankovié 2007; Rankovié / Rankovié 2012.

24 All quotes from Walker Rettberg 2004.
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Serbian epics and the Icelandic Grettis saga, the concept of ‘distributed authorship’ also
proves useful as a critical term for ‘the process of distributed representation’ in medi-
eval texts,” with each representation ‘becoming an instance of its distributed self’.*
Although we might be able to identify single agencies for certain variants of a text,
none of them in particular is responsible for the whole text-work: “The creativity irre-
ducibly occurs at a level beyond the individual, the level I propose to call the distrib-
uted author.”” The concept of ‘distributed authorship’ contains the possibility of a
synchronically as well as diachronically indefinite variety of different manifestations
of a text, whether oral or written, each with its specific elements. It also enables us to
evaluate the sagas’ anonymity, as well as their mouvance and variance, less as an artistic
deficit than as a component of their generic characteristics.

4, ‘Strong’ and ‘Weak’ or ‘Autonomous’ and ‘Heteronomous’ Authorship

Even if we accept the collaborative nature of authorship along with the anonymity
of the sagas, however, we must still tackle the presuppositions of the possible lack of
artistry in this kind of literature. Anonymity and collaborative authorship have been
regarded as signs of ‘weak authorship’, a form of authorship that is suggested to prevail
in times when tradition is dominant.”® While ‘strong authorship’ is connected to autono-
mous agency, original creativity, and intellectual ownership, ‘weak authorship’ is het-
eronomous, the product of cultural networks and their acts of authorisation.” Although
‘weak authorship’ seems to be historically more prevalent, scholars of medieval litera-
ture may want to ‘emancipate’ their objects of research by seeking out a form of ‘strong
authorship’ for the texts they study, in order to frame them as having a similar aesthetic
value as modern literature. As Christine Haynes points out, many approaches to ‘weak
authorship’ are, in fact, camouflaged attempts at selecting and disentangling historical
actors from the cultural networks of their authorship in order to be able to treat them
as strong auctorial agencies.”” Many of us seem not to be able to let go of the idea of the
unified author - that is, the authored ‘one-text-unity’ of the beginning, of an ‘original’
version of a text, the starting point for the versions that are preserved in the manu-
scripts or the text-witnesses. We want to disentangle the web of distributed authorship
in order to separate out and identify different authorial agencies and their individual

25  Rankovic 2007, p. 301.

26 Rankovic 2007, p. 297.

27  Rankovié 2007, p. 300.

28 Assmann 2012, p. 67.

29 Berensmeyer et al. 2012, p. 8.
30 Haynes 2005, p. 291.
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contributions to the text. We seem to be able to understand the ‘evolving networks™

of distributed authorship only as hierarchical structures, with some nodes being closer
than others to the beginning and thus the imagined ‘original’ of the text. Yet if we want
to take the concept of ‘distributed authorship’ seriously, we must get rid of the notion
that a singular author is the creative starting point for a literary artefact.*

The problematic nature of this concept of authorship is present in the terminology
behind the opposition of ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ authorship, which implies an evaluation
of these two forms of authorship in which ‘strong” authorship is superior. These terms
thus remind us of the older dichotomy between ‘traditional’ art, that is seen as primarily
communal and conservative, and ‘high’ art, that is seen as personal and innovative, in
which the artistic value of the latter is clearly prioritised over the former.” As long as
we characterise heteronomous or distributed authorship as ‘weak’ - that is, as somehow
inferior — we will not make any progress in understanding the underlying rules and the
aesthetics of these texts: there will always be the desire among some scholars of medieval
texts to find ‘strong’ or emphatic authors to justify the aesthetic qualities of otherwise
‘weak’ texts, rather than treating them as valuable in themselves. Perhaps one way of
changing our point of view in this regard is to concentrate on how such heteronomous
authorship works synchronically and diachronically as a productive force, capable of cre-
ating a diversity of artistic and aesthetic versions of what we now perceive as ‘one text’.

5. Heteronomous Authorship in Icelandic Saga Literature

Heteronomous authorship is not a new idea in saga scholarship, although it usually
appears implicitly rather than being explicitly formulated, as is the case with the ‘pdttr
theory’. This theory, originally coined by Albert Ulrich Ba4th,** had been discarded
by later scholars, but was taken up again much later, first by Wolfgang Lange,” then
again by Herbert Joseph,* Joseph Harris,” and others.”® Despite the quite different
approaches these scholars present, they all suppose that smaller narrative units (pettir)

31 Rankovi¢ / Rankovié 2012, p. 53.

32 Even Slavica Rankovi¢ becomes trapped at the end of her article: “If a singer or a saga author is
talented, like Filip Vi3nji¢ or the writer of Njdls saga, their particular renderings stand a better
chance of ‘survival’ or replication, [...]” (Rankovi¢ 2007, p. 303). Here, despite her focus on distrib-
uted authorship, Rankovi¢ implies one specific writer as the starting point for the distribution of
Njdls saga, and thus as the implied creator of the text.

33  On the distinction between ‘traditional” art and ‘high’ art, see Kellogg 1979, pp. 120 and 122.

34 Baith 1885.

35 Lange 1957.

36 Joseph 1970; Joseph 1972.

37 Harris 1972; Harris 1976.

38 For a detailed discussion of the earlier pdttr theory, see Wiirth 1991, pp. 2-11.
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were circulating in oral tradition, and were then put together or expanded upon by
medieval authors and combined with written sources to compose the written sagas.
Taking up this idea, Carol Clover suggested the concept of the ‘immanent whole’, which
proposes that ‘a whole saga existed at the preliterary stage not as a performed but as
an immanent or potential entity, a collectively envisaged ‘whole’ to which performed
parts of pettir of various size and shapes were understood to belong, no matter what
the sequence or frequency of their presentation.”” Rather than one saga being com-
posed from a number of smaller units, Clover instead claims that the ‘whole saga’ always
existed during oral transmission, but was performed primarily in smaller narratives,
the pettir. Each narrator of an episode or a pdttr, as well as the audience, would have
known the larger framework of this small narrative unit, the ‘whole’ to which the
episode belonged. Whilst the ‘immanent whole’ always existed, it was only realised as
a narrative after the introduction of writing. Since the ‘immanent whole’ was too long
to be performed orally, and since the preserved sagas are with regards to their struc-
ture and complexity typically medieval, they cannot be representatives of longer orally
performed texts.*

Clover developed the concept of the ‘immanent whole’ as a solution for the ques-
tions about the origin of the sagas, as a mediation between the free-prose and book-
prose theories,” by claiming that at the preliterary stage the sagas existed both as
(performed) parts and as (immanent) wholes. Their present shape, however, was pro-
duced by literary authors after the introduction of writing. This concept was meant to
offer “the most precise answer so far to the basic question of saga studies: where ‘oral’
ends and ‘literary’ begins [...]: at the level of composition.”* In Clover’s view, author-
ship is confined to the written sagas, which are “clearly the products of literary authors
with medieval narrative tastes.”” Clover had already stated four years earlier that the
complex structure of the sagas, characterised by entrelacement or stranding, “is prima
facie evidence of self-conscious literary authorship”.* In this view, sagas are thus the
products of a strong and autonomous form of authorship that begins in Iceland with the
introduction of Latin writing and foreign literary models.

Clover is mainly interested in explaining why the [slendingaségur can be thought
of both as being rooted in oral tradition and as literary products. She therefore does

39 Clover 1986, p. 34.

40 Clover 1986, pp. 35f.

41 The free-prose theory claims that the sagas are products of oral transmission which have been
written down in the 13% century; the book-prose theory, however, claims that the sagas are the
products of an emphatic authorship in the 13™ century. For further discussion see for example
Callow 2017.

42 Clover 1986, p. 39.

43 Clover 1986, p. 36.

44 Clover 1982, p. 182.
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not explain in greater detail how we should envisage the ‘immanent whole’ and how it
relates to the ‘immanent sagas’. From her explanations about the relationship between
peettir and the ‘immanent whole’, it seems that Carol Clover imagines a number of
‘immanent wholes’ in the preliterary period, containing the possibility of various pettir
and leading to larger written sagas, although it remains unclear how these ‘immanent
wholes’ relate to each other, especially as the written sagas often refer or respond to one
another. Clover therefore states that “the immanent sagas may not have been entirely
distinct from one another or from the tradition as a whole. Also to the literary author,
we may guess, fell the decision of just where to draw the line.”* The lines become blurry
as to whether the ‘immanent whole’ is to be thought of as the “vast context of story”,*
or whether it refers to the whole of oral tradition in the sense of cultural memory.”

6. The Rhizomatic Nature of Heteronomous Authorship

As Carol Clover has observed, there are many overlaps between the written sagas, be
they characters appearing in different texts, genealogies connecting the families of
different sagas, or events and actions being narrated from different points of view in
different texts. These overlaps suggest a singular grand ‘immanent saga’ as the contex-
tual background for narratives about the Icelandic past. If we consider this ‘immanent
saga’ as an invisible whole, the written sagas themselves are the visible realisations of
narrative possibilities offered by the ‘immanent saga’. We could compare this ‘imma-
nent saga’ to the concept of the rhizome as described by Deleuze and Guattari - that
is, as a texture expanding in all directions, with nodes and knots emerging at certain
points.” Whilst the concept of the rhizome is characterised by its lack of rigid struc-
tural organisation and hierarchy, there may arise contingent hierarchical structures at
certain nodes or knots. These structures are not predictable, but they are enabled by
the rhizome and its uncountable options of growth. All these structures emerging from
the rhizome are connected, but each of them is something new.

If we were to imagine Clover’s ‘immanent whole’ or the ‘immanent saga’ as a
rhizome, we could understand it as an expansive narrative texture, out of which dis-
tinct nodes and knots - that is, the distinct texts preserved in the (extant) manuscript
tradition - emerge at certain points, all with their contingent hierarchical relations in
their specific instances, yet all still connected to the rest of the rhizomatic structure.
The texts are anonymous because each version of a text is a momentary realisation of
anarrative possibility prompted by circumstances specific to exactly that version. This

45  Clover 1986, p. 36.

46  Clover 1986, p. 36.

47  Onoral tradition and cultural memory see Hermann 2013.
48 Deleuze / Guattari 1977, p. 11.
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means that the ‘author’ of one version is part of the heteronomous authorial agencies
producing the rhizome. When viewed through the lens of the rhizome, ‘weak’ or hetero-
nomous authorship can therefore be seen as a strength of Icelandic saga literature: it
both constitutes the foundation of each text and secures the longevity and adaptability
of the texts. Thinking about sagas in terms of rhizomatic structures also incorporates
oral, as well as written, realisations of a given text, which may emerge at any geograph-
ical or temporal point of the rhizome.

Carol Clover positions her ‘immanent saga’ in the preliterary period prior to any
authorial activity leading to the texts we have today. The idea of the rhizome, however,
does not force us to make this kind of clear-cut division between oral tradition and
the sagas as written products produced by literary authors. It also offers us the possi-
bility to accept different versions of one saga as equal representations of it: within a
rhizomatic framework, the oral transmission and written manifestation of longer or
shorter parts of the ‘immanent whole’ or the ‘immanent saga(s)’ can co-exist simul-
taneously. The rhizomatic concept allows for changes, variance, rewriting, and the
re-composition of texts, whether written or within an oral transmission. Oral tradition
and literary composition need not be considered as oppositions, but as complementary
to one another. According to the framework of the rhizome, everybody interested in
narration can take part in literary production; thus, the names of individual authors
are not necessary.

Within the extant sagas, we find a number of signs indicating their rhizomatic
nature, such as their shared storyworld,” which leads to many overlaps between indi-
vidual sagas, and their common chronotope - that is, the distinctive way that sagas
have of organising narrative time and space in line with certain formal conventions.*
The sagas also demonstrate an awareness of this storyworld being part of their shared
narrative rhizome, as references to other sagas or to different or more detailed versions
prove.

What do we gain by talking about the rhizomatic nature of saga literature instead
of a common cultural tradition? For one thing, if we use a rhizomatic model of saga
literature, we are able to acknowledge the fact that oral and literary traditions can exist
at the same time and do not have to exclude one another. According to Carol Clover’s
argument, in pre-literary times there was no need to tell longer or ‘whole sagas’ in full,
because the audience knew the context of the stories and could fill in the information
necessary to understand the parts.* Yet this information still existed in the periods in
which the sagas were written down: “At many places in the extant texts characters are

49 On the concept of the storyworld, see Ryan 2015. I want to thank Rebecca Merkelbach for intro-
ducing me to this interesting concept.

50 Bampi 2017, p. 8.

51 Clover 1986, p. 34.
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referred to in ways that suggest that the writer took for granted that his audience was
already familiar with them and thus able to interpret correctly the events that were
being described [...].”** Compared to other sagas, for example, Reykdela saga and Ljds-
vetninga saga offer only very short genealogical or other biographical information about
their characters, seemingly relying on their audience to supplement this knowledge
themselves. The scholarly debate about the I[slendingasdgur has been hampered by oral
and literary tradition having been conceived either as oppositions or as different tradi-
tions following one another, the idea being that once the writing of the sagas started,
oral tradition came to an end. Yet oral and literary tradition need not be perceived as
opposition; rather, they may well have interacted.” If we assume the rhizomatic char-
acter of saga literature and thus the heteronomous authorship of the sagas, orality and
literacy no longer need to be thought of as a dichotomy, with folklore on the one hand
and literary art on the other, but can be understood as co-existing performances of
narration, even though today we have access only to the written nodes of the underly-
ing Icelandic narrative rhizome. Even if we acknowledge the simultaneity of oral and
written tradition, though, we must bear in mind that the written sagas we have today
are for us the only accessible nodes of the very large and complex rhizome of medieval
Icelandic literature, and that these nodes are not necessarily linked by direct lines that
can be represented by a traditional stemma. Stemmas usually imply a clear hierarchy of
versions and their preserved manuscripts, but this is mainly due to the often few extant
manuscripts of a text. The picture looks quite different if there are many manuscripts of
a single saga, as the example of Njdls saga proves; this saga’s complicated stemma tells
its own story of a very complex and non-linear transmission.* The more text-witnesses
we have - and the more nodes of the underlying rhizome that are therefore visible - the
more the apparent stemmatic hierarchy dissolves.

If we accept saga literature as having a rhizomatic character, our notions of saga
authorship must also be affected, because we can no longer look confidently for an
archetypal version - perhaps even with an identifiable and datable author - as the
origin of all extant text-witnesses, a search that Ornélfur Thorsson has called “leitin ad
landinu fagra” (‘the search for the promised land’).”® Whilst we may be able to identify
the last authorial agency of a textual representative in a manuscript, this agency is
itself part of a much larger authorial agency consisting of different agents taking part

52 Gisli Sigurdsson 2004, p. 248.

53 This has been repeatedly claimed in scholarship about oral tradition. Regarding Icelandic saga
literature, see for example Gisli Sigurdsson 2004. Slavica Rankovi¢ (2010, p. 67) has suggested to
substitute the idea of a linear timeline of the oral-written continuum with a three-dimensional
model, thus “allowing for any degree of complexity” of interactions between the oral and the
written.

54 Lethbridge / Svanhildur Oskarsdéttir 2018, plate 12.

55  Ornélfur Thorsson 1990.
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in creating the rhizome: the heterogeneous authorship of saga literature. Proposing
that sagas have a rhizomatic character is therefore different from looking at them as the
products of cultural memory, with each text being an individual, authorised offspring of
that memory. If we regard the sagas as visual nodes of an extended literary rhizome, we
can realise that the alleged ‘weakness’ of heteronomous authorship can actually be seen
as a strength of Icelandic saga literature, in that it enables us to view these texts as part
of an interwoven and strong literary texture produced by a multitude of synchronically
and diachronically productive authorial agencies.

7. Mouvance and Variance in Saga Literature

The diachronic aspect of this model becomes clearer if we relate it to the notion of mou-
vance in medieval texts, a term coined by Paul Zumthor to describe the intertextuality of
medieval texts, represented by the aspects of ‘model” and ‘variance’.”® ‘Model’ refers to
the vertical axis of the pre-existing possibilities or virtual actualisations of a text.” The
horizontal axis refers to ‘variance’, the essential characteristic of medieval literature
which excludes the notion of the authenticity of a single text.*® In the space defined by
the two axes, medieval literature unfolds as an “enchevétrement de textes, dont chacun
revendique a peine son autonomie” (‘entanglement of texts, of which each one barely
claims its autonomy’).”” Within this entanglement, the notion of retelling is one of the
main principles, as a form of translating a text into a new context.®

Since we have access only to a limited number of preserved texts, we can barely
imagine what this entanglement must have been like in the Middle Ages, with a multi-
tude of authorial agencies taking part in producing and weaving this textual network
of oral and written literary traditions. We can get a glimpse of these different authorial
agencies, however, when we look at the voices within our texts as a dimension of the
‘poetic’ text — which, as Zumthor puts it, is a “dimension that is socioculturally deter-
mined”, meaning that the voices within it do not possess ‘an inscrutable otherness’.*"
In the sagas we find not only the narratorial voice, but a multitude of voices in the
characters’ dialogues and the stanzas they speak. Like other medieval texts, the sagas
thus “encompass a whole range of positions between the internally and the externally

dialogic.”” Whereas in the sagas we rarely find an ‘T’ recounting the events, there are

56 Zumthor 1981, p. 9.

57 Zumthor 1981, p. 10.

58 Zumthor 1981, p. 14.

59 Zumthor 1981, p. 15.

60 For retelling as one of the main principles in medieval literature, see Worstbrock 1999.
61 Zumthor 1984, p. 67.

62 Butterfield 1990, p. 192.
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usually a number of ‘I's present within these dialogues, sometimes quoting stanzas,
sometimes even as the narrators of small stories. Thus, in the sagas we have the para-
doxical situation of the narration itself being anonymous, whilst all direct speech within
the saga is authored by that anonymous narratorial voice.

From our modern perspective, the ‘narrator’ is as close as we can get to the author of
an anonymous text. Yet can there be ‘a narrator’, in the sense of a unique voice, in a lit-
erary product characterised by mouvance and variance? Perhaps this voice is anonymous
because it is not the voice of one narrator, but the result of a heterogenous authorial
act, following the implicit rules that enable different agencies to retell, rewrite, re-
organise, or to continue a story contained in the literary rhizome. More important than
the identity of the narrator is that something is narrated and how it is narrated. The act
of narration comes before the act of identifying and monopolises the act of narrating.”

With their multitude of voices, sagas should be considered a participatory form of
storytelling and thus a form of heterogenous authorship. This multiple participation
is mirrored in the diegesis when characters tell each other stories, correct others, or
refer to public opinion. The prosimetric form of many of the Islendingaségur can also
be regarded as a reflection of participatory story-stelling: although many stanzas are
part of a dialogue, other stanzas are spoken that do not clearly address either the intra-
diegetic or the extradiegetic audience. This is also mirrored on the level of discourse
when the narratorial voices refer to tradition (‘sva er sagt’ / ‘it is told’) as a source or a
witness for the authenticity of their story. When we look at these references to tradition,
we see that the line between intradiegetic public opinion and extradiegetic tradition is
quite often blurred, as is the border between the sagas themselves.® The sagas tend
to overlap in matter and quite often share a common cast of characters, so it is more
reasonable to see the works not as self-contained entities, but as interlocking parts of
a larger whole.® Yet it is not only the borders between different sagas that are blurred,
but also the borders of what we could consider as one saga.*® Sagas can be expanded,
continued, shortened, and interwoven with other texts; each narratorial voice has to
decide where to draw the line between where one saga ends and another begins. The
Islendingasdgur as a genre are held together not only by their storyworld and by a shared
chronotope, but also by their synchronically and diachronically intertextual entangle-
ment as a result of their heteronomous authorship. Unlike with collaborative author-

63 1 have here altered a sentence in Eva von Contzen’s article by substituting my reference to nar-
ration for the original reference to experience: “The act of experiencing comes before the act of
identifying and monopolises the act of narrating” (von Contzen 2018, p. 77). Although I find Eva
von Contzen’s article stimulating in many ways, I hesitate to agree with her that narration involves
less communication than experience.

64  Gropper 2021.

65 Clover 1982, p. 20.

66 Clover 1982, p. 26.
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ship, the participants in heteronomous authorship do not necessarily work together in
a group; whilst some individuals in this framework may work collaboratively, most work
independently, synchronically, and diachronically, but nevertheless seem to follow the
underlying rules of the genre in general and of a text in particular.

8. A Case-Study: Heteronomous Authorship in Sneglu-Halla pdttr

As a tale about an obstreperous Icelandic poet (skdld) at the court of the Norwegian
king Haraldr Sigurdarson (1015-1066), the short narrative (pdttr) about Sneglu-Halli fits
best to the chronotope of the Islendingasdgur. The text is preserved in two medieval
manuscripts, Flateyjarbdk and Morkinskinna,” with both differing from each other. In
Flateyjarbdk, a large manuscript from the first half of the 14% century containing sagas
about the Norwegian kings, the pdttr is a later addition, written in the 15% century and
starting without a heading; the beginning of the pdttr was meant to be marked with a
large initial, but the space reserved for it was never filled. In Morkinskinna, a fragmen-
tary manuscript from the second half of the 13* century that also contains kings’ sagas,
Sneglu-Halla pdttr is integrated into the section about King Haraldr Sigurdarson, marked
by an initial as a new chapter but without a special heading. In addition to these two
manuscripts, there are later manuscripts in which the pdttr is preserved as a separate
text with its own heading.

As with all medieval Icelandic texts that have been preserved in more than one
medieval manuscript, there has been a debate about the dating of the tale and about
which version is older and closer to the presumed ‘original’.*®® This question is compli-
cated further by the fact that the pdttr contains stanzas that may have been composed by
the historical skdlds Halli and Pjéd6lfr in the 11" century.” The main plot is very similar
in both versions, which also share a number of narratological characteristics, including
a heterodiegetic narrative voice with changing focalisation, few but clear judgements
about the characters, a considerable portion of direct speech, skaldic stanzas, and a
linear sequence of events.

There are, however, considerable differences in the way in which each version tells
the story, the most obvious being at the beginning and the end of the tale. Whereas
Flateyjarbdk begins with a longer introduction about the historical context of the events,
Morkinskinna immediately introduces Halli and tells of his first encounter with the king.
In Morkinskinna, the pdttr ends after Halli returns from England to Norway, whilst in

67 [Sneglu-Halla p4ttr, Flateyjarbdk], pp. 261-295; the text of the Flateyjarbdk-version is printed below
the text of the Morkinskinna-version [Sneglu-Halla péttr, Morkinskinna].

68  See Jonas Kristjansson 1956, pp. CIX-CXIL.

69 Gade 2009.
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Flateyjarbék another episode involving the king and the skdld, which includes some
rather sordid stanzas about the Norwegian queen, follows after Halli’s return.

Furthermore, the narratorial voices also differ significantly between the two ver-
sions. In Flateyjarbék, the narrative voice marks clearly the beginning of the narra-
tive: “Pat er upphaf pessar frasagnir, at Haraldr konungr Sigurdarson réd fyrir Néregi”
(‘This is the beginning of this tale, that King Haraldr Sigurdarson ruled Norway’).”” At
the same time, this voice emphasises the time and place of the narrated events; Sneglu-
Halla pdttr is here not meant to be a general exemplum for the Icelandic-Norwegian
relationship but is presented as a historical anecdote at King Haraldr Sigurdarson’s
court. The Norwegian king receives a great deal of praise and attention from the nar-
rative voice, which not only begins by referencing the king and his importance, but
also gives the king the last word before the narrative voice itself concludes the tale.
Throughout the pdttr, Haraldr is as much the main character as the Icelandic skdld;
his importance is indicated at the very beginning, with the narrative voice revealing
the identity of the unknown man that Halli encounters as Haraldr even before we are
told that Halli himself had recognised the king: bessi madr spurdi, er reyndar var Haraldr
konungr Sigurdarson: [...] Halli vissi gjorla, vid hvern hann taladi.” (‘This man, who was actu-
ally King Haraldr Sigurdarson, asked: [...] Halli knew exactly whom he was speaking
to.’) The king’s authority is here implied to be more important than plot suspense.
Halli, by contrast, is only the fifth character to be introduced into the narrative - that
is, he is only one of several characters meeting the king. All encounters between these
characters and the king are about questions of power and hierarchy, of obeying the
rules of the court and the king’s orders. This perspective of the king’s power provides
the frame for each episode, as for example in the competition to compose the best
stanza about the dwarf Tuta:

Konungrinn kvaddi sér hljéds ok meelti: “S4 madr, er kvedr um dverginn visu, svd at mér pykki vel
kvedin, piggi af mér knif penna ok belti,” - ok lagdi fram 4 bordit fyrir sik gripina. “En vitid pat vist,
ef mér pykkir eigi vel kvedinn, at hann skal hafa 6pokk mina, en miss gripina beggja.””

The king asked for silence and said, “That man who composes such a stanza about the dwarf
that seems to me well composed may get this knife and belt from me,” - and he put the precious
objects in front of himself. “But you may know that for sure, if I don’t think it is well composed,
you will have my ingratitude, but be without both precious things.”

The king’s words imply that the stanza’s quality depends solely on his personal judge-
ment, that is, whether he likes the stanza or not. He is less interested in good skaldic

70  [Sneglu-Halla pattr, Flateyjarbdk], p. 270. All translations are my own.
71 [Sneglu-Halla péttr, Flateyjarbdk], p. 265.
72 [Sneglu-Halla pdttr, Flateyjarbdk], p. 270.
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poetry than in the skalds’ competition and in his power to decide over the victory, When
Halli wants to recite a praise poem about the king, the king does not answer him directly,
but turns this request into a competition between Halli and his fellow skdld pjé36lfr by
encouraging Pj6d6lfr to tell details of Halli’s past: Konungr brosti at, ok pdtti honum gaman
at etja peim saman” (‘The king smiled and he had fun to make them fight’). The king’s
superior position and his power to make others do whatever he wants is emphasised
by the phrase ‘etja saman’ (‘to make fight’), which in other sagas is used primarily for
horse-fights. For the king, the praise-poem itself seems less important than a chance to
manipulate his inferiors.

In Flateyjarbdk, it is Halli’s narrative function to resist this manipulation, to chal-
lenge the king and to prove himself equal to him. Although Halli uses his poetic talent,
the narrative focuses on his wit and his trickeries, characterising him less as a skaldic
competitor than as a trickster and a rogue. He invents a dead brother and manages to
make Einarr pay penance for this fictitious brother; this is commented upon by one
of the other men at court: Engum manni ertu likr at prettum’ (‘Nobody is like you when
it comes to tricks’). Halli’s encounters with the king are also presented as a discourse
of power within the political and social hierarchy. In the last episode of the pdttr, the
king challenges Halli to compose an ambiguous stanza about the queen; although the
queen herself is offended by the subsequent sexual allusions put forward by Halli, the
king enjoys these kinds of ambiguities and finally makes Halli an official member of
his court. Yet the king’s final judgement of Halli, when he comments on his death, is
not exactly flattering: A grauti mun greyid sprungit hafa™ (‘The poor fellow may have
burst on gruel’). In referring to Halli as a ‘grey’ (‘coward’, ‘bitch’), the king himself
uses words with a (female) sexual connotation and emphasises his (male) superiority
over Halli. The very last word in the pdttr, however, belongs to the narrative voice:
Lyk ek par sogu frd Sneglu-Halli"* (Here I end the tale of Sneglu-Halli’). Thus, the narra-
torial voice marks clearly the end of the story just as it had marked the beginning. In
Flateyjarbdk, the narrative voice - which in the end even manifests in the first person
singular - displays its strength and claims authority over the narrative; it is the narra-
tive voice that decides over what will happen within the discourse of power narrated
in the pdttr. The Flateyjarbék version of Sneglu-Halla pdttr is therefore at the same time
a narrative about hierarchy in society and a demonstration of verbal and narrative
power.

In Morkinskinna, however, the narrative voice seems to be more inconspicuous. The
beginning of the story is marked only indirectly, with the narrative voice framing itself

73 [Sneglu-Halla pattr, Flateyjarbdk], p. 277.
74 [Sneglu-Halla pattr, Flateyjarbdk], p. 287.
75 [Sneglu-Halla pattr, Flateyjarbdk], p. 295.
76 [Sneglu-Halla pattr, Flateyjarbdk], p. 295.
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as temporarily interrupting the previous strand of Haralds saga: Ok lykr nii hér at sinni frd
Hdkoni jarli ok Haraldi konungi”” (‘And for the time being here it ends about Jarl Hikon
and King Haraldr’). The temporal relation of the following pdttr to this previous episode
is also unclear: Eitt sumar kom skip af Islandi, ok var par d Sneglu-Halli”® (‘One summer a
ship came from Iceland, and Sneglu-Halli was on it’). After a short characterisation of
Halli, the plot begins with the verbal exchange between Halli and the unknown man
mentioned above, whose identity here remains unknown to the audience until the
end of the scene when he turns out to be King Haraldr. Subsequently, in the scene
after Halli’s arrival at the king’s court, the king asks his skdld Pj634lfr to compose a
stanza about the quarrel between a tanner and a blacksmith. When bj636lfr posits that
the quarrel between two craftsmen is not a worthy subject for a court-poet, the king
explains the task: “Gor sem ek meli,” segir konungr, “ok er npkkveri meiri vandinn d en pu
eetlar. bu skalt gera af beim nokkvat adra men en peir eru; ldt annan vera Geirred jotun en annan
Pdrr™” (““Do as I say,” said the king, “it is a bit more difficult than you think. You shall
make them other persons than they are, let one be the giant Geirredr, but the other
pérr’™).

This episode sets the pdttr’s main topic in the Morkinskinna-version: the quality of
skaldic poetry which can be produced, judged, and appreciated only by specialists. The
king proves himself a specialist because he is able to explain in very few but precise
words what skaldic poetry is about: the correct use of metaphorical language and of the
different semantic layers of a skaldic stanza. This discussion about the quality of stanzas
and poems continues as a skaldic competition between the two poets Pj6délfr and Halli.
In judging the quality of the skaldic stanzas, the king also explains the aesthetic criteria
of skaldic poetry: that one should establish a certain stylistic level by using kenningar,
i.e. poetic figures of speech, based on different myths, and that the art of a stanza is
related at least as much to its form and verbal expression as to its content. As in the
Flateyjarbdk version, the king is said to be fond of ambiguities, but in Morkinskinna, these
ambiguities are a means of intellectual power: to be able to understand these ambigu-
ities means to be intellectually superior, and this superiority leads itself to intellectual
satisfaction. This mechanism becomes clear when Halli visits first the Danish and then
the English kings; neither of them understands his kind of poetry or can compete with
Halli’s quick-wittedness. Although Halli is socially inferior, he is certainly intellectually
superior to these kings.

The theme of verbal power on the level of the histoire is mirrored on the level of
discourse. Large sections of the Morkinskinna version are presented almost like scenes in
a film, in that the narrative voice introduces the setting and then zooms in to the char-

77  [Sneglu-Halla pattr, Morkinskinna], p. 269.
78  [Sneglu-Halla pattr, Morkinskinna], p. 270.
79  [Sneglu-Halla pattr, Morkinskinna], p. 271.
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acters talking to each other, as, for example, in the argument between Halli and pjé36lfr.
Here the narrative voice explains the setting: on Christmas Eve, Halli wants to present
a poem to the king, but, as in the Flateyjarbdk version, the king first asks his court-poet
Pj6ddlfr for his opinion. What then follows in Morkinskinna is a very lively conversation
between the two skalds and the king, without any interference from the narrative voice
except for short inquit-formulae.* In this passage, the narrative voice leaves the verbal
power completely up to its characters; like the king, who treats his socially inferior
court-poets as intellectual equals, the narrative voice treats the characters as narra-
tological equals. Whereas the Flateyjarbék-version of Sneglu-Halla pdttr is about social
hierarchy, both on the level of histoire as well as on the level of discours, the Morkinskinna
version is on both narrative levels about intellectual hierarchy, represented through the
lens of the complex art of skaldic poetry.

Sneglu-Halla pdttr is in many respects a typical representative of heteronomous
authorship. It is anonymous, preserved in different versions; it is integrated in larger
textual unities without clearly defined borders; it refers to tradition; and it contains a
considerable portion of direct speech, as well as stanzas attributed to named authors.
As with other prosimetrical [slendingasdgur, the pdttr highlights the difference between
the stories told in the prose as heteronomous, and thus anonymous, products based on
the rhizome of Icelandic literary tradition, and skaldic poetry as an individually crafted,
and therefore authorised, non-narrative literary product that is less open to variance
and mouvance than prose.

Neither of the two versions of the pdttr is ‘better’ or ‘worse’, even if some scholars
may prefer one version depending on their personal literary interest and their area of
research. Jeffrey Turco, for example, concentrates on the Flateyjarbék version of the
tale because “it exhibits a preoccupation with class stratification and social identities
that may indeed be reflexive of later developments in medieval society.”* Somebody
who is more interested in medieval literary or aesthetic discourse, however, may well
prefer the Morkinskinna version. Each of the two versions makes sense - within its spe-
cific manuscript and as a separate text. Each version is only one realisation of the many
narrative possibilities contained in the ‘model’ of Sneglu-Halla pdttr, with each version
having been made possible by a number of authorial agencies, synchronically as well
as diachronically. Within medieval Icelandic literature, the example of Sneglu-Halla pdttr
is the norm rather than the exception: whenever there are several manuscripts of one
story, there must also be different versions.

80 [Sneglu-Halla pattr, Morkinskinna], pp. 276-278.
81 Turco 2015, p. 195.
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9. Conclusion

What consequences does this discussion about authorship have for our reading of the
sagas? For one thing, considering each saga as a ‘text-work’ based on the rhizomatic
‘immanent whole’ allows us to understand the creative avenues that this approach to
authorship opened up for rewriting, retelling, continuation, abbreviation, and other
kinds of changes. Each ‘text-witness’ of a saga is in some way related to one ‘text-work’,
sometime several ‘text-works’; whilst Bo-A. Wendt focuses on the hierarchical struc-
ture of this relationship,” I prefer to emphasise the rhizomatic relationship of the text-
witnesses of one saga, as well as of saga literature in general. In the Middle Ages, telling
a story meant composing a story in a particular format, using well-known models,
finding material, and adapting it to one’s own needs. This did not necessarily mean that
the storytellers had to invent a story, but rather that they could retell a story and adapt
it into a new context, whether social or literary. This kind of storytelling was taught in
schools, where various modes of amplification of the selected material were systema-
tised and reinforced.

An awareness of these creative opportunities enables us also to characterise accu-
rately not only text-production, but also text-reception. Within the rhizomatic frame-
work of heterogenous authorship, an audience would have recognised a text in different
versions or ‘text-witnesses’ as the ‘same’, i.e. as a different realisation of the same ‘text-
work’, but would have been able at the same time to appreciate each version’s peculi-
arities: “A medieval reader / hearer, then, would not only be alert to the ways in which
a text was actually developed, but would also be sensitive to the writer’s mastery of
options from which he made his final choices.”® The audience of a saga probably knew
other versions, whether oral ones or written ones; thus, the audience of Sneglu-Halla
pdttr would have perceived the potential of the story for being realised in different ways,
and would have been able to appreciate how it was adapted and inserted differently into
Flateyjarbdk and Morkinskinna.

Perhaps it was precisely this knowledge of different versions that made both audi-
ences and narrators sensitive to the mouvance of these texts; it was not a question of
which text-witness contained the correct version of a story or which narrator produced
the best version, but in what ways the heteronomous authorship of the ‘text-work’
could bring out the best of its aesthetic and artistic potential. It is in acknowledging
the anonymity of the Islendingaségur as a key feature of the genre, then, rather than as a
failing to be corrected by scholars, that we see clearly how focusing on their characteris-
tics of mouvance and of the heteronomous authorship that (re-)wrote and (re-)told these
stories need not disqualify them as literary art, but can instead open up possibilities for

82 Wendt 2006, p. 262.
83 Murphy 2008, p. 66.
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us to develop a more accurate understanding of how interactions between the various
agencies within medieval Icelandic society worked to produce literary art of a different,
but by no means inferior, character.
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Stylometry and the Faded Fingerprints of Saga Authors

Abstract

Over the past two decades, Burrows’ Delta and its descendants have been prominent methods of author-
ship attribution. In this chapter, we consider recent attempts to apply variations of this method to the
study of Old Norse sagas, and discuss the broader inferences of these findings. Earlier stylometric meas-
ures suggest, for instance, that Egils saga, Olafs saga helga, and Olafs saga Tryggvasonar were composed
by the same author, and that [slendinga saga and bérdar saga kakala were composed by the same author.
A Rolling Delta analysis, in which the works under observation are divided into equal-sized segments
and then measured against each other, implies a more intricate relationship between these and other
0Old Norse sagas.
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Over the last few decades researchers have applied mathematical formulas to digitised
corpuses of texts in order to identify stylistic characteristics of individual authors. An
effective stylometric measure, originally developed by the Australian literary scholar
John Burrows, is the Burrows’ Delta statistic.' Researchers using this method begin by
identifying the most frequently occurring words in a substantial corpus of texts. Focus
is then placed on the most common words of each text within the corpus to calculate to
what degree the text deviates from the general standard. If the deviation of two or more
texts exposes a similar pattern, these texts are likely to have been written by the same
author. The principle here is not so much that our vocabulary is personal, but rather
how frequently we use individual expressions in our vocabulary.’

1 Burrows 2002; Burrows 2003. We would like to thank Kelsey Paige Hopkins, Alexander Wilson,
and the editors of this volume for their valuable editorial assistance while we were preparing this
chapter for publication.

2 Ithasbeen suggested that a prose text must consist of more than 2500 words to be measured with
any certainty in this way, cf. Eder 2015. Nouns, proper nouns, and toponyms are at times omitted
from the corpus before it is measured, to reduce the effects of narrative modes and topics upon
the outcome.

8 Open Access. © 2021 Sigurdur Ingibergur Bjérnsson, Steingrimur P4ll Kérason and
J6n Karl Helgason, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the Creative
Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110725339-005
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In recent years, the authors of this chapter, as well as Haukur borgeirsson, have
applied variants of the Burrows’ Delta Method to a limited corpus of Old Norse sagas.’
These inquiries indicated that Egils saga and some kings’ sagas from Heimskringla, in par-
ticular Olafs saga helga and Olafs saga Tryggvasonar, may have been written by the same
author. Furthermore, our research suggested that several sagas in the Sturlunga saga
collection, in particular [slendinga saga and bérdar saga kakala, were written by the same
author. In this chapter we will discuss some of the premises and implications of this
research. We will also introduce new assessments provided by the Overlapping Rolling
Delta analysis to an extended corpus of sagas, in which the texts under examination are
divided into numerous equal-sized segments which are all measured against each other.
The aim here is to detect different styles within the same text which may, for instance,
have been co-authored by two or more individuals.*

1.

“Never trust to general impressions, my boy, but concentrate yourself upon details”,
exclaims Sherlock Holmes to his friend and associate, Dr. John H. Watson, in A Case
of Identity, one of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s many short stories and novels about the
dynamic duo in the late 19% and early 20" centuries.’ In most of these narratives, the
detective follows his own advice. In A Case of Identity, for instance, Holmes discovers
that a woman who visits him is wearing on her right hand a glove that is torn at the
forefinger, and that “both the glove and the finger are stained with violet ink”. Holmes
suggests to Dr. Watson that the visitor had penned a letter shortly before leaving her
home: “She had written in a hurry and dipped her pen too deep. It must have been this
morning, or the mark would not remain clear upon the finger.”® As the example refers
both to writing and the method traditionally used to collect fingerprints, it can serve as
a prelude to the following discussion of author attribution studies, which are based on
identifying stylistic features of a particular writer.

Scholars in this field sometimes refer to the Morellian method, developed by the
19th-century art historian Giovanni Morelli. Like Doyle, Morelli was trained as a physi-
cian, although he is primarily remembered for changing people’s ideas about painters’
stylistic characteristics, which he said could be detected in “details, especially those
least significant in the style typical of the painter’s own school; earlobes, fingernails,

3 Steingrimur Kdrason et al. 2017; Haukur borgeirsson 2018.
At the outset, there is an overlap between this article and our earlier article, Steingrimur Kdrason
et al. 2017, published in Icelandic.
Doyle 1891, p. 248.
Doyle 1891, p. 254.
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shapes of fingers and toes”.” Some fifty years ago, Enrico Castelnuovo emphasised that
the Morellian method was similar to Sherlock Holmes’ approach to crime.? Later, Carlo
Ginzburg explained that both Doyle and Morelli had been influenced by “medical semi-
otics or symptomatology - the discipline which permits diagnosis, though the disease
cannot be directly observed, on the basis of superficial symptoms or signs, often irrele-
vant to the eye of the layman, or even of Dr. Watson”.” Ginzburg added that during the
second half of the 19 century, a semiotic interpretation of reality became a standard
approach in the field of humanities. During the same period, literary scholars began to
identify likely authors of the anonymous Old Norse sagas by examining minor details
in these texts.

In his work Attributing Authorship, Harald Love underlines that the cases scholars
have made in regard to identifying authors of anonymous works can be classified into
external and internal arguments. External arguments utilise contemporary informa-
tion in documents connected to particular authors, e.g. personal letters, diaries, and
public records, whereas internal arguments make use of information found within the
work in question.' Love also points out that it is useful to make a distinction between
whether the researcher is working toward a conclusion regarding uncertain author-
ship from a general context or from details in the text. This division is parallel to the
proposed difference between deductive and inductive reasoning." In the second half
of the 19 century, Charles Sanders Peirce memorably explained this difference with
an example involving a handful of beans, a bag of beans, and the relationship between
the two.

Deduction 1
Rule All the beans from this bag are white.
Case These beans are from this bag.
~ Result These beans are white.

Induction 1
Case These beans are from this bag.
Result  These beans are white.
~Rule  All the beans from this bag are white,"

7 Ginzburg 1983, p. 82.

8  Castelnuovo 1968, p. 782.

9  Ginzburg 1983, p. 87.

10 Love 2002, p. 51.

11 Cf. Sebeok / Umiker-Sebeok 1983.
12 Peirce 1878, p. 471.
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Reliable knowledge is usually based on deduction; it seems impossible to doubt an
outcome based on this kind of reasoning. However, we frequently apply induction in
our scholarly research (as well as in detective work), i.e. predicting an outcome on what
seems to be quite likely. Yet Peirce also discussed the valuable insights based on what he
called either abduction or hypothesis. In such a case, the researcher makes a prediction on
the basis of rather limited knowledge." Peirce explained this method with a third model
relating to a handful of beans and a bag of beans:

Abduction 1
Rule All the beans from this bag are white,
Result  These beans are white.
~Case These beans are from this bag."

Although it can be tricky to verify the outcome () of abductive reasoning, this is a
method that often leads to new and startling discoveries. Scholars have pointed out that
Sherlock Holmes repeatedly uses abduction in his work as a detective, but his success
is by and large attributable to the ways in which he connects two or more hypotheses
that support each other."

In this context, it is worth recalling how the Danish philologist Kristian Kalund
explained the toponym Fiskivotn (‘Fish-lakes’), which appears in the second half of Njdls
saga. Kélund’s analysis, published in 1879, testifies to the early influence of symptoma-
tology in Old Norse studies. According to Njdls saga, Flosi Pérdarson and his men passed
Fiskivotn on their way from Flosi’s farm Svinafell in the south-eastern part of Iceland
to Njall’s farm Bergpdrshvoll - more precisely, as they rode through the mountain pass
north of Myrdalsjokull and Eyjafjallajokull glaciers. Kalund correctly pointed out that
there were no Fiskivétn located near this route, at least not during the late 19% century;
however, lakes named Fiskivétn could be found considerably farther north of this area.
This suggested to Kalund that the author of the saga had a general geographical knowl-
edge of the region but had never travelled into the mountains on his own. In other
words, Kalund saw a limited knowledge of the exact location of Fiskivétn as a ‘symptom’
of a learned individual, possibly Bishop Brandur Jénsson, who served for some time as
an abbot in the Augustinian monastery of Pykkvibeer, which is on the lowland south-
east of the mountains.' K&lund’s tentative hypothesis can be presented as an example
of abduction:

13  Cf. Harrowitz 1983, pp. 181-183.
14 Peirce 1878, p. 472.

15 Cf. Bonfantini / Proni 1983.

16 Kalund 1979, p. 328.
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Abduction 2
Rule The author of Njdls saga had inadequate knowledge of the location of Fiskivétn.
Result  Brandur Jénsson had inadequate knowledge of the location of Fiskivdtn.
~ Case Brandur Jénsson was the author of Njdls saga.

A few years later, Sigurdur Vigfisson rejected Kalund’s hypothesis or, more precisely,
its logical basis. Vigfusson said it was “obvious that the Fiskivtn, which the author of
Njéls saga refers to, must have been north-east of Eyjafjallajokull, and that is where
one should look for them”."” He subsequently suggested that sand or volcanic eruption
had possibly eliminated the lakes, or that toponyms in the area had changed since the
Middle Ages.

This example implies how problematic it can be to identify the authors of the sagas
of Icelanders (Islendingaségur) with reference to their supposed geographical knowl-
edge. The fact that most extant manuscripts of medieval Icelandic sagas are copies, or
multiple copies of copies, poses a similar challenge. Consequently, the most reliable
methods of author attribution studies, including those of traditional document analysis
(in which the focus is, for example, placed on the scribe’s hand and the ink used), are
of limited use in Old Norse studies. The method most commonly applied in the field is
author profiling, whereby the text is interpreted as a testament to the author’s gender,
education, profession, character, and age. Scholars try to map the author’s knowledge
of other literary texts, history, laws, and topography, as well as his or her aesthetic and
political aims with writing the text in question."® Examples of this are the monographs
Uppruni Njdlu og hugmyndir (‘The Origins of Njéls saga and Ideas’) by Hermann Pélsson,
who maintains that Bishop Arni Porldksson (educated at the monastery of Pykkvaber)
may have written Njdls saga, and The Enigma of Egill by Torfi Tulinius, in which Egils saga
is interpreted as the work of Snorri Sturluson.®

A more concentrated area of research is based on the principles of forensic stylis-
tics, in which spelling, unusual words, sentence structures, and dialectal features char-
acteristic of a particular author are scrutinised.” At least three things make this kind
of research difficult to apply to Old Norse sagas. Firstly, many of the sagas may be the
products of an oral tradition or rewritings of earlier written narratives. Secondly, it can
be tricky to obtain for comparison a written text that is verifiably written by a known
author. And finally, it is quite likely that the grammatical and stylistic characteristics of
a particular text are erased or changed when a manuscript is copied and recopied. The
fundamental question is to what degree a saga can be regarded as having been written

17  Sigurdur Vigfisson 1883, p. 115.

18 Cf. Love 2002, pp. 119-131.

19 Hermann Pélsson 1984, pp. 97-111; Torfi Tulinius 2014, pp. 167-228.
20 Cf. Olsson 2008.
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by one particular author. In this context, it is worth noting that scholars in the Middle
Ages were already conscious of different classifications of authorship. For instance, in a
13th-century prologue to his commentary on Peter Lombard’s Libri Quatuor Sententiarum,
the Italian theologian and philosopher St. Bonaventure made a distinction between the
roles of the scribe (scriptor), compiler (compilator), commentator (commentator), and
author (auctor) in textual production:

The method of making a book is fourfold. For someone writes the materials of others, adding or
changing nothing, and this person is said to be merely the scribe. Someone else writes the materi-
als of others, adding, but nothing of his own, and this person is said to be the compiler. Someone
else writes both the material of other men, and of his own, but the materials of others as the prin-
cipal materials, and his own annexed for the purpose of clarifying them, and this person is said
to be the commentator, not the author. Someone else writes both his own materials and those of
others, but his own as the principal materials, and the materials of others annexed for the purpose
of confirming his own, and such must be called the author.”

It is interesting to see here how St. Bonaventure describes texts, even those composed
by authors, as being inspired by (or being rewritings of) one or more earlier texts.

The problematic nature of the Old Norse research material can be further explained
with reference to Peter Hallberg’s extensive stylistic research of the saga corpus carried
out in the 1960s. By comparing the ratio of rare words and certain unusual stylistic fea-
tures of the sagas, Hallberg argued that Heimskringla and Egils saga had most likely been
written by the same author. He examined, for example, the internal ratio division of
the word-pairs “en er” (‘but when’) and “og er” (‘and when’) in 69 different sagas at the
opening of sentences like “En / Og er sendimenn konungs komu til Kveldulfs [...]” (‘But /
And when the king’s messengers came to Kveldulf [...]"). Hallberg’s manual counting
revealed that “en er” was most commonly used in Heimskringla (in 93.5 % of the cases).
Viglundar saga (82.5 %) and three sagas from the Sturlunga-collection - Sturlu pdttur,
Pdrdar saga kakala, and Porgils saga skarda (with “en er” in 79 % of the cases) - were most
analogous to Heimskringla in this respect.” In Egils saga, by comparison, “en er” was used
only in 58 % of the cases. Interestingly, however, the ratio of “en er” reached 97 % in the
first part of Egils saga, while in the second part it fell to 23 %. Hallberg suggested that
this difference could be attributed to changes made by an unknown scribe who, at one
point or another, had only copied the second half of the saga.” This argument can be
presented as an example of abductive reasoning:

21  Quoted from Minnis 1984, p. 94.
22 Hallberg 1968, pp. 200-202.
23 Hallberg 1963, pp. 10f.
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Abduction 3

Rule In the first half of Egils saga the ratio of “en er” is 97 %

Result  In the second half of Egils saga ratio of “en er” is 23 %

~ Case Someone copying only the second half of Egils saga frequently changed
“ener” to “oger”

The fault with this hypothesis is that it can work both ways; the frequent use of “en
er” in the first half of Egils saga and Heimskringla could likewise be seen as the stylistic
trademark of a particular scribe (or even scribes) rather than of a particular author.*

Yet Hallberg’s argument was admittedly not quite so simple. In his research, he used
Sigurdur Nordal’s edition of Egils saga, which is based on the 14™-century manuscript
Médruvallabék. Furthermore, he examined the ratio between “en er” and “og er” in the
oldest preserved manuscript of Egils saga, the so-called ‘theta-fragment’ from around
1250, which contains a short section from the second part of the saga. Nordal’s edition
contains eight instances of “og er” in this section, all of which are “en er” in the same
section of the theta-fragment. This was the essential premise that enabled Hallberg to
regard “en er” rather than “og er” as an original stylistic feature of Egils saga. Haukur
Porgeirsson recently expanded this approach by calculating the internal ratio division
between “en er” and “og er” in fourteen different digitalised manuscripts and frag-
ments of Egils saga, including Mdruvallabék and the theta-fragment. He discovered that
in the first half of Médruvallabdk (ch. 1-54), the ratio of “en er” in fact reaches 99 %, but
in the second half (ch. 55-87), it drops to 15 % (Hallberg’s counting was not fully accu-
rate). In all the other manuscripts and fragments the average ratio of ‘en er’ is 89 %; in
fact, this ratio reaches 100 % in the latter section of those manuscripts that contain this
section of the saga in the first place (excluding Médruvallabdk).”> With this additional
material, Porgeirsson was able to change Hallberg’s abduction into a rather convincing
case of induction:

Induction 2

Case In all the manuscript pages of Egils saga, except Médruvallabdk, the ratio of
“ener” is 89 %

Result  In the second half of Egils saga in Mdruvallabék the ratio of “en er” is 15 %

~Rule  Someone copying only the second half of Egils saga, as it is preserved in
Médruvallarbdk, frequently changed “en er” to “og er”

For his research, Hallberg used Bjarni Adalbjarnarson’s edition of Heimskringla, based on
copies of the lost Kringla manuscript. It is indeed possible that the author of Egils saga

24  Cf. Haukur borgeirsson 2014, p. 65.
25  Haukur borgeirsson 2014, pp. 65-70.
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(or someone else who preferred the phrase “en er” to “og er”) copied Heimskringla at
some stage, eliminating from it most of the instances of “og er”. A limited comparison
between Adalbjarnarson’s edition and sections of Heimskringla from the Codex Frisianus
manuscript suggests, however, that “en er” is the standard phrasing in the Heimskringla
manuscript tradition.” Hence, we may concede that “en er” is a stylistic trademark of
both the author of Heimskringla and the author of Egils saga. Still, we cannot spontane-
ously conclude that these two texts were written by the same author. That assumption
is still only a hypothesis, similar to K&lund’s suggestion that Bishop Brandur Jénsson
wrote Njdls saga (Abduction 2).

Abduction 4
Rule The ratio of “en er” in the manuscript of Heimskringla is around 90 % or more
Result  The ratio of “en er” in the manuscript of Egils saga is around 90 % or more
~ Case  The same author composed Heimskringla and Egils saga

It should be emphasised that Hallberg’s stylistic research was both extensive and
diverse, and based on more than simply the internal ratio division of “en er” and “og
er”. For example, he also identified so-called “pair words” that were found in Heims-
kringla and only one other saga - focusing on Egils saga, Laxdela saga, Eyrbyggja saga,
Njdls saga, and Grettis saga - to reveal that Egils saga had more pair words in common
with Heimskringla (38 %) than any of the other four sagas (9.5-19.5 %).” In this way and
others, Hallberg’s different abductions regarding a common authorship of Heimskringla
and Egils saga generally supported each other. Various other stylistic studies devoted
to these two works have pointed in the same direction.”® The ongoing digitisation of
the Old Norse saga corpus has been opening up new and exciting avenues in textual
comparisons of this kind. However, most scholars dealing with this topic so far have
focused on limited and often unusual stylistic traits that could possibly be created (or
eliminated) by individual scribes.

2.

The Burrows’ Delta Method, mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, is comparable
to the Morellian method insofar as it focuses on details that are usually not regarded as
a part of the personal style or vocabulary of the writer in question. As already stated,

26 Haukur Porgeirsson 2014, pp. 70f.

27 Hallberg 1962, pp. 26-28.

28 Seei.e. West 1980. Louis-Jensen (2009) has a more critical view on these matters and also doubts
about Snorri Sturluson’s assumed authorship of Heimskringla (Louis-Jensen 1977; 2004). See also
Jakob Benediktsson 1955 and Elin Bara Magnuisddttir 2015, pp. 267-279.
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researchers generally concentrate on the most frequently occurring words in a given
text. These are quite often short and apparently insignificant expressions that may have
more to do with how an author structures sentences than with the verbosity or elegance
of his or her style. Ten of the most frequently occurring words and word forms in the
corpus consisting of Sturlunga saga, Heimskringla, and Islendingasgur, for example, are as
follows: “og” (‘and’), “hann” (‘he’), “ad” (‘to’), “er” (‘is’), “en” (‘but’), “var” (‘was’), “pd”
(‘then’), “til” (‘to’), “{” (‘in’), and “peir” (‘they’). One of the benefits of applying Burrows’
Delta Method to the Old Norse corpus is that the internal ratio division of the most fre-
quently occurring words in a relatively long text is unlikely to change significantly even
if the text is copied frequently or published with diplomatic spelling. In fact, Burrows’
Delta Method has even yielded rather good results when applied to translated texts.”

The logic of Burrows’ Delta Method can be explained to some extent by looking
first only at the most frequent word in Sturlunga, Heimskringla, and Islendingasdgur. In
the control corpus, the frequency of “og” (‘and’) is 5.87 % (the standard deviation is
0.70 %). In Sturla bérdarson’s Islendinga saga, by comparison, the frequency of “og” is
6.16 % (higher than the average of the control corpus) and in Njdls saga it is 5.52 % (lower
than the average of the control corpus). Furthermore, in Egils saga the frequency of
“og” is 5.26 % and in Olafs saga helga it is 5.10 % (in both cases lower than the average of
the control corpus). Rather than working with these percentages, we prefer to calcu-
late ‘how far’ the frequency of “og” in these four sagas deviates from the frequency of
“og” in the control corpus (‘+’ refers to a higher frequency and ‘-’ refers to a lower fre-
quency). According to our calculations, the distance from the average (DFA) of these four
sagas from the control corpus is as follows: [slendinga saga +0.30 %, Njdls saga -0.34 %,
Egils saga -0.61 %, and Olafs saga helga -0.77 %. These measurements are significant in the
sense that they are on the same order of magnitude as the standard deviation and can
be used to produce two different abductions:

Abduction 5
Rule The DFA of “og” in Njdls saga is -0.34 %
Result  The DFA of “og” in Islendinga saga is +0.30 %
~ Case Njdls saga and Islendinga saga were not composed by the same author.

Abduction 6
Rule The DFA of “og” in Egils saga is -0.61 %
Result  The DFA of “og” in Olafs saga helga is -0.77 %,
~ Case  Heimskringla and Egils saga were composed by the same author.

29 Rybicki 2012.
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The primary advantage of this approach is that it bypasses a major problem inherent in
the manuscript tradition, at least as far as the influence of scribes (and even compilers)
is concerned. Even if a text is copied again and again, it seems unlikely that any one
scribe, or even a series of scribes, could drastically change the DFA of the most common
word in a relatively long text. And yet Abductions 5 and 6 are both rather weak. The real
power of Burrows’ Delta Method, though, lies in its ability to link together numerous
abductions of this sort. Researchers are, in short, able to calculate the mutual stylistic
‘distance’ of thousands of words in one saga from the pattern of the control corpus.
With reference to Peirce’s bean-bag examples, it can be argued that the digitalisation of
these texts and the mathematical capabilities of computers have enabled researchers to
increase substantially the number of beans from the bag that they have at their disposal.

During its development phase, Burrows’ Delta Method was tested on a corpus of
works that were all written by identified authors. Once its utility had been established,
scholars began applying it in author attribution studies and expanding it by varying
both the scaling method of the word frequencies (Burrows used z-scores) and the
distance measure (Burrows used the Manhattan distance, otherwise known as the L,
norm).*® Based on results from researchers in the field, we decided to use z-scores but
to employ the cosine distance measure variant of Burrows’ Delta Method (cosine-delta
distance).”" We tested our own measurement tools by examining at the outset a corpus
of forty-eight 19™"-century novels published in English by sixteen known authors. First,

30 Word frequency z-scores are calculated by first calculating the relative frequency of the words,
then normalising that result by subtracting the mean and dividing the difference with the stand-
ard deviation for each word across the texts. In the example above, presented with Abductions 5
and 6, the z-score could have been used instead of the DFA with the same results, as all the numbers
would be scaled with the same number, i.e. the standard deviation.

31 Ourapproach is especially inspired by Jannidis et al. 2015. The cosine similarity is a measure for the
distance between two vectors in a multi-dimensional space and is based on the cosine of the angle,
0, between the vectors “x, and “x,, where the arrow on top indicates a vector and the i subscript in
the sums indicates the it component of the vector:

Xy %, _ =1 X1i%Xo;

[EAT ANz )

The cosine distance measure is traditionally expressed as 1 - cos6 so that the measure is equal to

zero when the vectors are identical and equal to one when the vectors are uncorrelated. (Note:

cosf =

Ifn=1,1i.e. only one word is being compared as in the example above [Abductions 5 and 6], cos6 = +1
if the DFAs have the same sign and cos6 = -1 if they have different signs. The cosine distance
measure is therefore 2 for Abduction 5 and 0 for Abduction 6, i.e. at the extremes of the scale.)
The strength of the cosine distance measure beyond the Euclidean distance measure (which is
normally used for distance in lower dimensions) is manifested in multi-dimensional vector spaces
where if the number of dimensions is high, then two randomly, independently chosen vectors
will almost certainly be perpendicular, cosf = 0 and cosine distance = 1, while Euclidean distance
measure is less likely to distinguish between random vectors and correlated vectors. See Cho 2013,
pp. 63-68 and Aggarwal et al. 2001, pp. 420-434.
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all nouns (including proper nouns and toponyms) were eliminated from the original
corpus, then focus was placed on the [1000] most frequent remaining words and the sty-
lometric distance between each pair of texts calculated by applying the cosine distance
measure on the vectors of z-scores. The cosine distance calculation is arranged so that
if two texts have exactly the same frequency spectrum, then the outcome is zero [0.00].
If little or no stylistic relationship exists between two texts, then the outcome of the
cosine distance is in the range 0.75-1.25. The groupings of texts, based on their stylistic
similarities, is shown as a dendrogram in Chart 1.

In every case where individual works were written by the same author, the meas-
urement made a correct match. The similarity between different works by an individ-
ual author was nonetheless quite varied, with cosine-delta distances ranging from 0.25
to 0.75.” The novel Our Mutual Friend by Charles Dickens, for example, is stylistically
rather distinct from the other three novels by Dickens in this corpus. Interestingly, Our
Mutual Friend was serialised toward the end of the author’s career in 1864/1865, while
the other three novels were all serialised during a span of a few years: Nicholas Nickleby
in 1838/1839, Barnaby Rudge in 1841, and Martin Chuzzlewit in 1843/1844. This might
suggest that the style of an author can develop from one period to another, but there
can certainly be other explanations.

The most interesting result presented on Chart 1 is that English translations of
three novels by Fyodor Dostoevsky were grouped together. The stylistic affinity between
two novels translated by the same translator, The Possessed and The Brothers Karamazov,
proved closer than in some cases between different novels written by the same English
or American novelist. The third translation of The Idiot by a different translator, was
further removed from the other two translations, but still showed a closer stylistic affin-
ity to them than to any other novel. Chart 2 shows the stylistic distance between The
Brothers Karamazov by Dostoevsky and all other novels in the corpus.

Secondly, we tested how responsive texts written in Icelandic were to our measure-
ment tools by applying the cosine-delta variant of Burrows’ Delta to a control corpus of

32 It should be noted that a delta measurement (using Burrows or other measures) is relative, as it is
dependent on the corpus used as reference. The reference corpus decides the frequency spectrum
of the most frequent words, and one gets different results depending on the composition of the
reference corpus. A reference corpus containing texts from only two authors who are relatively
similar to each other, compared to other contemporary authors, will have a narrower frequency
spectrum than a reference corpus containing texts from many authors (and will therefore give
higher delta values). If the reference corpus contains many texts from dissimilar authors, it can be
expected that the word frequency spectrum will be wider and therefore that lower deltas will be
obtained. This means that no universal or direct meaning can be given to the absolute delta value;
it can only have meaning relative to other delta values in the reference corpus. For example, two
texts can be considered to have the same author if the delta distance is more than three standard
values lower than the mean of the intra-corpus delta distances.
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Chart 1: Dendrogram showing the resulting grouping of cosine-delta distance measurements of
19'™-century texts in English.
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Chart 2: The cosine-delta distance relative to The Brothers Karamazov by Dostoevsky shown as a spiral
graph in increasing order. The measurement (showing the distances of 0.2 - 0.4 - 0.6 - 0.8 - 1.0 and 1.2)
can be found on the upper right side of the shield.

twenty-one 19%- and early-20t-century novels, novellas, and short stories by eight Ice-
landic authors. Instead of using only the most frequent words in our measurements here,
we used the most frequent character n-grams (in our case 4-grams) in which each word
is segmented into character sequences of length n (or shorter). This extension of the
Burrows’ Delta Method has shown similar quality in results as whole word Delta meas-
urements, but improved robustness in some cases.” The main advantage with n-gram

33 Eder 2013.
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segmentation is that more measurement points are obtained from each text, which is
helpful for shorter texts. As with the English novels, all nouns were eliminated from the
original corpus, but focus was then placed on the [1000] most frequent 4-grams of the
remaining words and the [150] most frequent Part-Of-Speech (POS) tags, i.e. grammat-
ical tags, of the whole texts (including the POS tags of the nouns). The distances were
calculated using the cosine similarity as described above. The measurements were used
to group the texts and were successful in all cases but one. This is a fairly fruitful run,
considering that some of the texts are quite short. The critical exception is Torfhildur
Hélm’s historical novel Brynjélfur biskup Sveinsson, which shows closer stylistic similarity
to two novels by Jén Thoroddsen than to Hélm’s own short story Tyndu hringarnir. The
groupings of texts, based on their stylistic similarities, is shown in Chart 3.

The similarity between different works by an individual Icelandic author was more
varied than in the case of the English corpus, with cosine-delta distances ranging from
0.33 to 0.94. Chart 4 shows the cosine-delta distances of all the pairs measured as a
colour scheme. The colours ‘frame’ (in the form of larger squares, variably distinctive)
the corpus of each author, except in the cases of Torfhildur HSlm.

This figure, as well as the other figures already presented, are useful for comparison
with parallel figures representing our latest measurements of the Old Norse sagas.

3.

The original control corpus of sagas that we worked with consisted of Islendingasdgur,
Landndmabdk, Sturlunga saga, and Heimskringla.”* We have now enlarged this corpus,
adding various other kings’ sagas (Konungasdgur) and legendary sagas (Fornaldarsogur),
and we have also measured it in a variety of ways. First, we would like to present the
results where individual sagas were measured against each other. Here, focus was placed
on all the sagas of the extended control corpus and the [1000] most frequent 4-grams in
the corpus (after removing all nouns), as well as the [150] most frequent POS tags of the
whole texts (including the POS tags of the nouns). The distance was calculated using the
cosine similarity as described above. Limiting the inter-clusters cosine-delta distances
to a maximum of 0.77, the method revealed fourteen clusters of sagas possibly written

34 The core of the corpus is still a modern spelling edition of Islendingaségur, Heimkringla, Sturlunga
saga, and Landndma, which is available at the website The Gigaword Corpus, maintained by The
Arni Magntsson Institute for Icelandic Studies (https://malheildir.arnastofnun.is/, last accessed
1 March 2021). To this corpus we have been adding various texts that either are available on the
website Heimskringla (https://heimskringla.no/wiki/Forside, last accessed 1 March 2021) or have
been published in the [slenzk fornrit series in recent years. The text of all the sagas tested was con-
verted into modern Icelandic spelling. Relatively short sagas were not considered, except those
found in Heimskringla and Sturlunga saga.


https://malheildir.arnastofnun.is
https://heimskringla.no/wiki/Forside
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Chart 3: Dendrogram showing the resulting grouping of cosine-delta distance measurements of
19"- and early 20"*-century texts in Icelandic.
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Chart 4: Colour scheme showing intra-text cosine-delta distance measurements of 19%- and early-
20%-century texts in Icelandic.

by fourteen different authors, which is a more arresting result than suggested by our
earlier measurements of a more limited corpus. The groupings of texts, based on their
stylistic similarities, is shown in Chart 5.

This measurement suggests strongly not only that Islendinga saga (generally
assigned to Sturla Pérdarson) and bérdar saga kakala were written by the same author,
but also that Porgils saga skarda, and even Eyrbyggja saga and Gull-Péris saga, might belong
to this author’s corpus. Similarly, this measurement strongly suggests that Hrafnkels
saga Freysgoda and Fljétsdeela saga were written by the same author. Egils saga and certain
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Chart 5: Dendrogram showing the resulting grouping of cosine-delta distance measurements of saga
texts in Icelandic.
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sagas in Heimskringla (generally assigned to Snorri Sturluson), in particular Olafs saga
helga, continue to be grouped together, but apparent inconsistencies can be seen in
the assumed author assignments as Sverris saga (generally assigned to Karl Jénsson the
abbot) measures close to both Hdkonar saga Hakonarsonar (generally assigned to Sturla
bérdarson) and Magniiss saga Erlingssonar in Heimskringla (generally assigned to Snorri
Sturluson). These earlier assignments can hardly all be accurate. The saga-pairs showing
the shortest inter-cosine-delta distances:

Saga 1 Assumed Saga 2 Assumed cosine-
author author delta

bérdar saga kakala ~ Unknown fslendinga saga Sturla bérdarson 0.284

Hékonar saga Sturla bérdarson Sverris saga Karl the abbot 0.441

Hékonarsonar

borgils saga skarda ~ Unknown bérdar saga kakala ~ Unknown 0.451

Hékonar saga Sturla bérdarson [slendinga saga Sturla bérdarson 0.458

Hékonarsonar

Magndss saga Snorri Sturluson Sverris saga Karl the abbot 0.460

Erlingssonar

borgils saga skarda  Unknown fslendinga saga Sturla Pérdarson 0.490

Hrafnkels saga Unknown Fljétsdeela saga Unknown 0.497

Freysgoda

Egils saga Skalla- Unknown Olafs saga helga Snorri Sturluson 0.499

grimssonar

Table 1: Saga-pairs with cosine-delta inter-distance less than 0.5.

The same results can also be presented as a colour scheme. Chart 6 reveals the appar-
ently complicated relationship between certain sagas which have been assigned (cor-
rectly or incorrectly) to Sturla bérdarson, Karl Jénsson, and Snorri Sturluson. Here
we may possibly be seeing the effect which different compilers, commentators, and
scribes had on the stylistic fingerprints of the ‘original” authors (writers as well as
storytellers):
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Chart 6: Colour scheme showing intra-text cosine-delta distance measurements of a sample of sagas
with the shortest inter-text distances.

Secondly, we would like to introduce our Overlapping Rolling Delta measurement of
the corpus.” Here the sagas were segmented in order to examine if some parts of any
saga gave measurements that were particularly close to (or far away from) other parts
within the same saga or in other sagas. A segment length of 5000 words was chosen and
a step size of 1000 words. The cosine distance measure was then applied to the vector of
z-score normalised [1000] most frequent 4-grams (after removing all nouns) extended
by the z-score normalised vector of the [150] most frequent POS tags of the words in the
corpus (including the POS tags of the nouns). The z-score was calculated using weighted

35 Cf. Rybicki et al. 2014; Eder 2016.
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means and standard deviations such that the contribution of each saga was preserved
despite different lengths (and number of segments), hence preserving the balance of
the corpus. Employing the Overlapping Rolling Delta resulted in a significant increase
in the number of measurements; the number of texts in the corpus increased from 86
to 1880 segments and the distance measurements from 3655 to about 1.8 million. Vis-
ualising such a high number of measurements is a challenge, and to keep it manageable
the focus here is limited to sagas and saga collections showing the lowest delta-cosine
distance measure. These are mainly the sagas in Heimskringla and Sturlunga saga, as well
as Hdkonar saga Hdkonarsonar and Sverris saga.

In order to visualise the degree to which parts in a reference-saga match a com-
parison-saga, the proportion of all segments in the comparison-saga with cosine-delta
distance lower than 0.77 (chosen as the 5 % quantile of all inter-segment distances) was
calculated. A normal value for this proportion is 5 %, but higher values indicate that the
comparison-saga matches better than the average and vice versa. It is also possible to do
this calculation where the reference- and comparison-sagas are the same saga or saga
collection, but then a measure of the internal consistency is obtained. Charts 7 and 8
show comparisons of selected sagas with the Heimskringla and Sturlunga saga collections,
respectively. The internal measurement of Heimskringla and Sturlunga is marked above
in bold in each figure.

The interpretation of these results is not straightforward, but the main observa-
tions are the following:

(1) Sturlunga saga is stylistically more consistent internally than Heimskringla. This
may come as a surprise, as scholars have generally regarded Sturlunga saga as a
compilation of different works but Heimskringla as a coherent work composed by
one author.

(2) A large part of Hdkonar saga Hdkonarsonar measures consistently close to Sturlunga,
while the sections where this occurs for Heimskringla are short and few.

(3) Two sagas from Heimskringla, Magniiss saga Erlingssonar and Saga Inga konungs, have
sections measuring close to Sturlunga and, furthermore, Magniiss saga Erlingssonar
measures close to sections from Hdkonar saga and Sverris saga.

(4) Sverris saga has some sections that measure close to Heimskringla, but these seem to
coincide with the sections in Hdkonar saga where this occurs.

(5) Sections from Egils saga generally measure close to the latter half of Olafs saga helga,
but less so to other parts of Heimskringla.

(6) None of the sagas that measure close to Heimskringla show a strong stylistic similar-
ity to the first part of Olafs saga helga. This may indicate that this part of Olafs saga
helga was composed by someone else than the composer of the rest of Heimskringla
or copied from an independent source.
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Chart 7: A heatmap showing the density of running delta segments of selected sagas measuring closer
than 5 % quantile of the whole corpus to Heimskringla as well as the intra-density of Heimskringla.
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Chart 8: A heatmap showing the density of running delta segments of selected sagas measuring closer
than 5 % quantile of the whole corpus to Sturlunga as well as the intra-density of Sturlunga.
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Chart 9: The sagas’ cosine-delta distance relative to Egils saga shown as a spiral graph ordered in
increasing order. The sagas of Heimskringla are coloured red.

Following upon the last lead, we again measured complete sagas against each other, but
this time divided Olafs saga helga into two halves. The result was that Egils saga measures
much closer to the second half of Olafs saga helga (cosine-delta distance 0.45) than to the
first half of Olafs saga helga (cosine-delta distance 0.68). Chart 9 shows the stylistic dis-
tance between Egils saga and all other sagas in the corpus (with Olafs saga helga divided
into two halves).

This result and most of the other measurements discussed above are accessible on
our website http://fingrafor.ullur.net/. It is our wish for medieval researchers to be able
to utilise this data to add to the present knowledge and understanding of the intricate
processes of saga writing.
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